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From  the  Editor 


A writer  is  an  artist,  and  an  artist  can  be  a god.  The  goal  of  the  Sound  and 
Fury  staff  is  to  offer  an  opportunity  for  that  godhood  to  those  who  would  reach  for  it. 

A warning  before  you  continue,  dear  reader:  the  book  you  hold  in  your 
hands  has  been  figuratively  drenched  in  tears,  blood  and  more  than  a few  naughty 
words.  This  magazine  is  a pet  and  a baby;  the  Sound  and  Fury  staff  have  lost 
sleep,  raised  our  voices  and  given  our  whole  souls  to  this  beautiful  end  result. 

We've  also  laughed  hard,  enjoyed  each  other’s  company  and  shared  great  victories 
together  in  the  growth  process  of  bringing  this  magazine  to  our  community. 

My  hope  is  that  you  can  feel  our  joy  within  the  pages  of  the  book  you  hold  in 
your  hands. 
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The  Ledge  On  Which  We  Stand 

By  Katrina  High 


Surrounded  by  jagged  rocks  and  shallow  rivers 
Lies  the  appeal  of  the  still,  diamond  waters 
We  stand  with  significance  above  it. 

I don’t  know  why  we  chose  this  place, 

To  dance  at  the  lip  of  a cliff. 

Staring  downwards,  our  reflections  shimmer  back  at  us. 
They  are  happier  than  we, 

I can  see  it  in  their  faces. 

They  found  relief  in  that  crisp,  cool  pool. 

Relief  from  the  heat,  from  the  humid. 

Into  the  ice,  out  of  the  isolation. 

I’m  beckoning  to  me  and  I want  to  oblige 
I’d  like  to  fling,  to  fall,  to  fly 
To  find  comfort  from  that  which  I desire. 

I think  if  it  were  just  me, 

I’d  already  be  dropping  from  the  sky. 

But  no,  perhaps  my  reflection  would  lose  appeal 
If  yours  was  not  also  standing  there. 

You  said,  “Look  at  those  rocks,  perhaps  we’d  die.” 
Then  I,  “If  we  leap  together,  either  way 
We  would  never  need  to  say  goodbye.” 

So  we  stand  and  gaze  and  imagine  or  dream. 

I think  we  need  to  decide 
To  leap  from  the  ledge  and  pray  from  the  best 
Or  back  away  and  accept,  oh  so  fondly, 

Our  lives  doomed  to  mundane  wondering. 
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Amuse-Bouche: 


Their  Dance 

By  Katrina  High 


She  sat  on  a metal  folding  chair. 

She  sat  straight.  One  ankle  tucked  behind  the  other. 
Though  she  occasionally  smoothed  wrinkles 
From  the  rim  of  her  floral  skirt 
Or  looped  a brunette  lock  around  her  index, 

She  generally  kept  her  hands, 

Collapsed  pristinely,  in  her  lap. 

The  other  boys  and  girls  revolved  around  one  another: 
Two  steps  forward,  one  back;  Two  steps  left,  one  right 
Then  twirl,  sometimes  a sultry  spin, 

But  usually  a wholesome  whirl. 

And  their  hands: 

Sometimes  on  another’s  waist  or  in  another’s  palms 
But  usually  laid  loosely  at  their  sides. 

She'd  tried  it  before-Their  Dance 
The  moves  were  simple  enough, 

But  her  movements  lacked  the  grace 
That  everyone  else  seemed  to  be  graced  with. 

She  hoped  to  learn  from  viewing  their  perfect  pirouettes. 

Or  perhaps  be  approached  and  taught 
By  a chivalrous  or  compassionate  peer. 

Maybe  her  ungainliness  was  apparent, 

An  ugly  mark  across  her  face, 

And  steered  others  away. 

So  she  behaved  of  such  advice: 

Keep  quiet  yet  attentive  and 
Present  yourself  bonny  but  scarce  and  sparse, 

For  who  can  be  vexed  by  the  presence  of  what  is  unnoticed? 


& 
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The  Everydayness  of  Un-sense 

By  Blake  Morgan 


There  exists  something  poetic 
In  a notion  of  dividing  the  masses 
Into  groups  of  Creators 
And  Dreamers. 
Disheartening 

To  give  the  dream  to  delusion 
But  what  is  it  really  than 
Thoughts  we  already  knew 
and  just  didn’t  mention  before? 

I get  that  pretending  is 
Dangerous 

But  it’s  such  a ludicrously 
Convenient 
Pillow-topped  bed  to 
Fall  into. 

I see  no  reason  to  divide 
The  two 

Perhaps  in  select  minds 
There  exists 

Possibility  to  dream  and  create 
Beyond  the  capacities  of 
Christopher  Nolan 
God 

And  3D  television  sets 
This  poem  is  proof 
I can  be  right 
Until  someone  else 
Tells  me  I’m  wrong 
Luckily  for  me 
I can  immerse 
Myself  in  the  madness 
Of  delusion 
In  the  un-real 
Reflecting  these  chaotic 
Disturbances  through 
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Amuse-Bouche: 


Literature, 
Which  tethers  me 
To  the  ground 
As  my  psyche 
Goes  wherever 
Writers  go. 
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goddamn 

By  Blake  Morgan 


Her  heartstones 
stick  to  my  chest, 
weighing  in 
equivalence  to 
entire  cities. 

How  do  I breathe  when 
she’s  against  me? 

I’m  only  able  to  gasp 
like  the  crucified  Christ  on  the  cross, 
knees  barely  able  to  lift  me 
towards  the  next  breath. 

How  can  I get  to  our  heaven 
when  I don’t  believe? 

My  ‘Hallelujahs’  ended 
when  my  sheets  quit  smelling 
like  the  skin  and  bones  of  an  angel. 
My  ‘Amens’  left  when  she  did. 
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Amuse-Bouche: 


Amuse-Bouche: 


Hurts 

By  Blake  Morgan 


I tried 
not  to  fall 
you  warned  me 
I know 
but  I 

tripped  over 
everything 
because  you  were 
everything 
I looked  for 
and  ate  up  your 
actions 

like  warm  potato 
soup  on 
a cold  night 
slick  with  rain 
Your  body  liked 
my  body 
you  fantasized 
about  me 
like  I rigidly 
thought  about  the 
soft  squeeze 
of  your  hips 
and  they  way  our  lips 
naturally  collided 
but  your  mind 
your  words 
cut  off  my  clinging 
fingertips 
you  laughed 
at  the  nothing  you  felt 
towards  me 
you  jumped  on 
my  unprotected  flesh 
and  kicked  me  out 
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when  I tried  to  wrap  it 
You  were  unhealthy 
but  like  any  junk  food 
I yearned  to  secretly  devour  you 
careless  to  what  you’d  do 
to  my  perfect  teeth. 

It  just  sucked— 
ya  know- 
how easy  it  was 
for  you 
to  ignore  me 
while  I was  here 
falling  in 
love, 
pathetic. 
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Amuse-Bouche: 


Amuse-Bouche: 


Night  Off 

By  Nash  High 


% 


Tonight  smells  of  peaches 
With  brown  and  grey  spots, 

And  I threw  up  on  the  sofa- 
Somewhere,  but  I hadn't  been  drinking, 
Except  for  my  thoughts,  and  too  much 
Of  that  is  just  as  bad 
On  the  stomach. 

My  brows  scrunch  quick 
And  again,  with  no  effect 
Against  the  spider, 

The  green  fabric  spider 
Crawling  down  over  my  hair. 

The  room  is  an  old  party  balloon, 

But  the  walls  are  plastered 
With  corn  sticky-notes 
Creme  calendars,  lemon  memos 
Not  tonight,  but  all  around. 

Tonight  is  only  the  clock, 

A stone  grotesque,  glaring 
From  the  corner  of  an  empty  desk. 

And  those  blaring,  starchy  walls 
Though  I don’t  know  for  certain 
Whether  it’s  the  walls  that  howl 
Or  the  leaden  air  within. 

'Please!'  I cry  back,  not  knowing, 
‘Drown  me  in  brain-blubbering  felicity, 
Smother  me  in  obligations— 

Blind  me,  something!  Chain  me  to  the  floor; 
Space  is  infinite,  abyssal - 
Bind  me,  so  I am  not  to  blame 
For  myself.’ 
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I pick  up  the  peach  juice,  sip 
The  soft  pink  liquid. 

The  starch  walls  tinge  orange, 
The  spider  struggles,  sticky, 
But  the  gargoyle  only  glares. 
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Amuse-Bouche: 


Amuse-Bouche:  rPo~e± ^ 


Forsaken  Beaten  Scrambled  Egg 

By  Michelle  Henderson 


Turbulent  wait,  flavored  aroma  air 
Offspring  piquant,  devoid  of  wisdom. 
Skeletal  crusted  home  a window, 

Exotic  hurt  suppressed  all  affection. 
Already  a fracture  penetrating 
Through  my  core,  felt  sorrow  and  imprudence 
Inhaled  peril  like  aquatic  detonation. 
Tainted  innocence,  punted  existence 
Don’t  know  tenderness  inside  my 
Transparent  shield,  discolored  and  fissured 
Before  I could  rupture  my  ceiling  was 
Dyed  to  highlight  the  succulent  deluxe 
Soreness  spoiled  of  velvet  violet. 
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I remember  Blue 

By  Miranda  Duston 


I remember  blue, 
a broken  rhythm 

almost  embracing,  always  beautiful,  never  ending. 
Repulsiveness  desires  freeing  from  place, 
painting  haunting  pictures  of  light. 

A cloud 
bare  and  bitter, 
delicate  and  decaying, 
chained  and  lovely, 
waits  in  silence 
standing  in  the  center, 
staring  at  the  edge, 
watching  for  relief, 
aching  for  the  tension  to  break. 

Suddenly,  all  is  changed. 

Not  by  sight,  not  by  sound. 

In  the  soul. 

The  scent  of  courage,  the  hint  of  hope. 

Defiance,  confidence,  and  strength. 

Standing  once  more, 

this  newly  awakened  resolve,  not  easily  swayed. 

Darkness  disappears,  surrounded  and  conquered  by  colorful  light, 
and  the  end  takes  flight,  soaring  over  the  ruins  of  what  came  before. 
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Amuse-Bouche: 


Amuse-Bouche: 


Night  Bloom  in  Gethsemane 

By  Jakobb  Baldwin 


I walk  through  the  night, 

Bitter  as  my  mouth. 

A Garden  I have  never  found  before, 
My  Cup  runneth  over. 

I beg,  do  not  make  me  drink  again. 
Gilded,  Scarlet, 

Egypt. 

Should  I be  denied? 

Fragrant,  on  the  knife's  edge  of  decay, 
Is  this  how  my  kept  keeps  me? 
Should  I thirst? 

Should  I hunger? 

Should  I set  myself  at  the  head 
Of  the  sinner’s  banquet? 

I haven’t  the  answers  here. 

Will  I deny  myself? 

Egypt? 

The  soulless  cannot  be  saved! 
Beauty  should  be  misery! 
Destroy  what  I have  found! 
Gethsemane. 

The  petals  have  fallen  away. 

Pain  shall  console  me. 

I shall  awaken 
The  pale  Egyptian  blooms 
Into  furious  gilded  Scarlet! 


I do  what  I must. 
And  for  my  kept, 
Egypt. 

Keeps  me  no  more. 
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Girl  With  A Pearl  Earring 

By  Jennifer  Loumiet 


Eyes  of  the  innocent  set  within  fruit-cream  flesh 
stare  out  through  darkness  bleeding 
to  be  seen  when  she  had  turned  away. 

She  was  given  to  drunken  moments  of  hate. 

And  all  the  sun  was  on  her  face, 
carelessly  she  craved  a window,  and  her 
lips  dripped  with  music  not  her  own. 

Playing  dress-up  brought  her  all  but  peace. 

Blue  and  shadow  just  before  a storm  were  all 
she  had  to  carry  off  my  heart,  and  though 
she  had  my  heart,  my  head  was  wary 
and  cried,  “Stop!  You  stupid  witless  lover!” 

My  hot  head  boiled  over  and  screamed,  “Your  blush, 
it  dims  the  world  and  sets  the  shining  sun, 
it  tans  the  dove  and  moves  me  to  destruction, 
hollows  out  the  earth  making  my  belly  burst.” 
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Amuse-Bouche: 


Amuse-Bouche: 


Night  Derelict 

By  Dakota  Roach 


Battling  ray-swollen  waves  by  day 
Braving  crisp  emptiness  by  night, 
Ancient  walls  creak  with  fright 
Pure  tides  sing  and  sway. 

Keep  weary  eyes  from  the  blue 
Keep  weary  minds  from  death  deep, 
Even  the  evilest  sirens  weep 
Men  succumbing  to  monsters  untrue. 


2b 
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The  Witty  Death  of  Roark  Farrington  (the  Ass) 

By  Jacob  Sutherland 


To  describe  Death’s  actions  as  witty,  for  one,  is  a very  peculiar  course  to 
take  when  narrating  the  story  of  the  ass.  Death  can  often  be  cruel,  and  she  may 
sometimes  be  fickle,  but  she  seems  to  remain  routinely  just.  To  perfunctorily 
pin  such  a fleshly  adjective  to  an  ethereal  being  may  come  off  as  careless,  even 
uncouth,  but  if  I were  not  at  least  somewhat  impulsive  while  addressing  matters  of 
the  ass,  I,  myself,  may  not  have  escaped  death  on  that  puzzling  day. 

Secondly,  stating  that  anyone  or  anything  may  have  exhibited  wit  while  dealing 
with  the  ass  is  almost  giving  him  more  credit  than  he  deserves.  While  his  physical 
attributes  were  neither  equine  nor  in  resemblance  of  a man’s  rear,  Roark  Farrington 
was  a bumbling,  drunkardly,  useless  oaf  who  wholly  deserved  every  accusation 
of  ass  that  he  received.  The  kindness  that  Death  did  me  by  giving  an  end  to  the 
ass  was  perplexing,  and  yet  she  illustrated  grandeur  and  wonder  in  carrying  out 
his  stunning  execution.  So,  after  an  incomparably  memorable  day  and  months  of 
reflection,  I feel  that  I may  finally  do  this  tale  justice. 

The  day  before  the  rain  began  as  many  days  do.  Gen  and  I arose  from  bed 
simultaneously,  and  as  she  headed  toward  the  pantry,  I went  to  fetch  water  from  the 
well,  knowing  that  the  task  of  carrying  a bucket  of  water  would  be  too  strenuous  on 
her  feeble,  feminine  body.  On  my  way  out  the  back  door,  I nearly  tripped  over  the 
limp  body  of  an  unconscious  ass.  Fie  had  been  slumped  against  the  door,  and  as 
I opened  it,  he  fell  backward  through  the  entrance  to  my  home,  making  it  more  or 
less  impossible  not  to  step  on  him. 

I was  hoping  that  I had  seen  the  last  of  the  ass’  piteous  conduct  several  days 
previously,  when  stories  arose  that  he  had  wandered  out  into  the  woods  with 
nothing  but  a satchel  over  his  shoulder  and  a canteen  full  of  mead  in  his  right  hand. 
Sadly,  though,  from  the  looks  of  it,  he  had  found  his  way  back  to  the  bar  sometime 
during  the  night,  and  in  his  drunken  state  had  still  managed  to  blunder  through  the 
darkness  toward  the  same  place  to  which  he  always  seems  to  find  his  way:  my 
doorstep. 

I prodded  his  face  with  the  toe  of  my  boot. 

“Farrington!” 

He  didn’t  stir  as  I stepped  sideways  over  his  torso  and  made  my  way  to  the 
well,  making  sure  to  take  in  and  appreciate  the  brief  cool  morning  air  that  I knew 
would  soon  be  replaced  by  a more  stiflingly  hot  atmosphere.  As  I reached  the  well, 

I brought  my  count  up  to  eighty-seven  - eighty-seven  days  in  this  town  without  a 
drop  of  rain  from  the  skies.  Hoping  for  the  best,  I completely  lowered  the  bucket 
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Hors  D’Ouevre:  fiction 


into  the  depths  of  the  borehole,  and  receiving  less  than  the  best,  I pulled  up  a half 
empty  bucket  of  water  littered  with  sand. 

After  visiting  the  hound’s  pen  and  pouring  what  little  water  I could  afford  him  into 
his  bowl,  I walked  back  to  my  door,  where  the  ass  was  still  sprawled  through  the 
entrance. 

“Farrington!”  I almost  shouted.  He  didn’t  even  twitch.  I lifted  my  bucket  over 
his  head  and  began  to  pour  a trickle  of  water  onto  his  slack  face,  finally  getting  the 
reaction  I wanted  as  he  started  sputtering  and  shielding  his  eyes  from  the  sunlight 
with  his  forearm. 

“Farrington,  it  upsets  me  that  I am  forced  to  use  what  little  water  I own  to 
remove  you  from  the  entrance  to  my  home.  You  are  not  welcome  here,  so  please 
take  yourself  elsewhere.  And  change  your  clothes.  That  shirt  is  covered  in  dried 
sick.” 

The  ass  scowled  as  he  used  the  arch  of  the  doorway  to  help  himself  up,  soon 
trudging  around  the  corner  of  my  house  and  out  of  my  sight.  I walked  inside,  seeing 
that  Gen  had  kindled  the  fire. 

“Was  that  him  again?”  she  chirped. 

“Yes,  but  I’ve  sent  him  away.  He’ll  find  someone  else  to  bother.” 

Unfortunately  for  us,  though,  not  ten  minutes  after  breakfast  there  was  a heavy 
thumping  at  the  front  door.  Gen  had  just  gone  outside  to  tend  to  the  chickens,  so  I 
answered  the  door  to  find  the  ass  standing  wide-eyed,  empty  handed,  and  clothed 
in  the  same  crusty  shirt. 

“I  forgot  to  tell  you  why  I came  here  this  morning!”  he  panted.  “I  have  to  show 
you  something.  Follow  me!” 

Abruptly,  he  spun  around  and  bounded  down  the  dirt  road.  I took  his  departure 
as  an  opportunity  to  lock  and  bolt  the  door  behind  him,  assuring  that  he  would  not 
invade  again.  Sadly,  I forgot  to  lock  the  back  door,  and  before  long  it  swung  open  to 
reveal  the  tall  figure  of  the  man  that  apparently  wasn’t  dismissed  so  easily.  Hunched 
over  and  panting,  he  spoke  in  choppy  intervals. 

“You  need  to  come  with  me... into  the  woods... to  the  riverbed.  I have  to  show 
you  what  I found!” 

“Farrington,  I want  you  out  of  my  house  now.  Nothing  you  say  will  convince  me 
to  accompany  you  to  the  river,  which  everyone  knows  has  been  dry  for  weeks.  Now 
leave.  And  change  your  shirt.” 

“No,  it’s  not  water,”  the  ass  retorted  as  he  reached  into  his  pocket,  “I  found  the 
place!  You  must  remember.” 

He  revealed  in  his  hand  something  that  I had  not  laid  eyes  on  since  I was  ten 
years  old. 

“Let  me  see  that,”  I told  him  as  I snatched  the  coarse  object  from  his  grubby 
hands.  Its  hollow  cylindrical  shape  was  unnaturally  smooth  on  the  inside,  providing 
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stark  contrast  to  its  rough  and  sandy  exterior. 

“That’s  just  a broken  piece.  You  remember  the  larger  ones,  right?  They’re  all  still 
there!”  he  said  eagerly.  I shifted  my  attention  from  the  curious  object  between  my 
fingers  and  directly  addressed  the  ass. 

“You  can’t  expect  me  to  simply  wander  the  woods  for  hours  just  because 
you  showed  me  this,  even  if  you  did  find  that  same  shore,”  I reasoned.  “Have  you 
forgotten  that  we  nearly  didn’t  find  our  way  back  to  the  village  at  all?  Or  that  these 
sandy  things  are  basically  worthless?  Or  that  I stopped  caring  about  that  place 
fifteen  years  ago?” 

“But  it  will  only  take  a few  hours  to  get  there,  because  I remember  where  I came 
from.” 

“You  were  drunk.” 

“Not  on  the  way  back!  I even  left  a trail  of  markings  all  the  way  there.  You’ve  no 
reason  not  to  go!” 

“All  the  reason  I possess  is  telling  me  not  to  go.  You  want  me  to  venture  into 
the  forest  along  side  you  so  that  you  can  show  me  a riverside  shore  that  we  found 
when  we  were  ten  years  old  and  got  lost  in  the  woods.  The  only  thing  you’re  using 
to  entice  me  is  promise  of  a collection  of  worthless,  albeit  strange,  cylindrical  rocks 
buried  in  the  sand.  I may  have  accompanied  you  years  ago,  but  I have  nothing 
to  gain  from  returning  today,”  I handed  the  cylinder  back  to  him,  “If  you  truly  want 
to  visit  it  yet  again,  have  another  man  accompany  you,”  I led  him  to  the  door, 
“Goodbye.” 

The  ass  stopped  and  looked  me  over,  “Come  with  me.  I know  you  want  to,  you 
just  won’t  because  of  whatsername 

“Genivine,”  I interjected. 

“Exactly.  You’re  just  using  her  as  an  excuse  to  stay,  and  then  someday  you’ll  be 
using  family  as  an  excuse,  and  you’ll  never  leave.  I know  you  won’t.  Coming  with 
me  today  is  the  only  chance  you’ll  have  for  the  rest  of  your  life.” 

I paused  for  a moment,  “I’ve  no  need  to  go  back.  I’ve  grown  up  and  I’m  past  any 
obsession  with  that  beach.  Rediscovering  it  was  a childhood  desire  that  I no  longer 
have  time  for.” 

“Well,  then,  come  with  me  for  the  sake  of  your  youth,”  the  ass  said,  “Think  of 
today  as  a way  to  fulfill  your  greatest  childhood  wish  before  moving  on  to  this  new 
chapter  in  your  life.  You  are  still  able  to  go  with  me  today,  but  you  won't  even  have  a 
choice  in  a years  time.” 

I eyed  him,  slightly  dismayed  that  his  reasoning  was  effectively  beginning  to 
sway  my  stance. 

“I’m  too  busy,”  I said  after  a beat,  “I  have  responsibilities.  I have  people  to  take 
care  of.” 

“And  you’ll  have  the  same  responsibilities  and  people  forever!”  he  laughed, 
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“Why  must  you  keep  conjuring  these  weak  excuses  when  we  both  know  you  want 
to  see  it  just  as  much  as  you  did  when  you  were  twelve  years  old?  The  riverside 
beach  is  really  only  about  five  miles  into  the  forest.  We  could  make  it  there  right 
around  mid-day,  stay  for  a few  hours,  and  be  back  before  sunset,”  he  raised  his 
eyebrows,  “For  your  childhood?” 

I cursed  myself  for  ever  having  expressed  toward  the  ass  my  weakness  in 
regards  to  nostalgia.  In  truth,  the  underlying  problem  was  that  I had  never  expected 
him  to  be  capable  of  working  out  a way  to  use  nostalgia  - a principle  that  I had 
deemed  too  abstruse  for  his  disorganized  mind  to  interpret  - against  me.  All  in  all,  I 
simply  had  misjudged  Roark  Farrington  and  how  much  of  an  utter  ass  he  could  be. 

Then  I cursed  myself  again  for  letting  his  words  get  to  me.  I desperately  wanted 
nothing  to  do  with  the  ass,  but  damned  if  he  wasn’t  giving  a fairly  convincing 
argument.  Those  riverside  sands  had  been  the  subject  of  countless  hours  of 
daydreaming;  the  untraceable  location  had  invariably  led  to  wondrous  curiosity  and 
a magical  air  that  even  my  boyhood  fantasies  couldn't  completely  satisfy. 

“You  really  found  it?” 

“It’s  South.  Down  the  road  to  just  beyond  the  twisted  oak,  then  nearly  straight 
East.” 

“Really?  That  far?” 

He  nodded.  I sighed,  letting  impulse  get  the  better  of  me. 

“Well,  let’s  get  going  then.  First,  go  change  into  a different  shirt.  I’ll  meet  you  at 
the  south  edge  of  the  town  in  a half  an  hour.” 

Without  a word,  the  ass  sped  out  the  door,  leaving  me  to  sigh  alone,  still 
hesitant  toward  the  decision  I had  just  made.  Shortly,  though,  I began  to  make  my 
way  around  the  house,  gathering  the  various  items  that  I considered  necessary  for 
a six-hour  hike.  After  I had  collected  a small  flask  of  water,  my  knife,  the  remaining 
third  of  a loaf  of  bread,  and  an  apple  in  my  knapsack,  I went  outside  to  tell  Gen 
where  I was  going  to  be  for  the  remainder  of  the  day. 

I intercepted  her  on  her  way  back  into  the  house  with  a basket  of  eggs  in  her 
hands.  I cleared  my  throat. 

“Gen,  I’m  going  to  the  mill  to  help  Bambrick  with  inventory.  I won’t  be  back  until 
later  this  evening,”  I took  her  hand  and  smiled,  “You  could  visit  your  parents’  house 
tonight.” 

She  cocked  her  head  ever  so  sweetly,  “Inventory?  Mr.  Farrington  told  me  that 
you  two  were  going  hunting.” 

That  ass. 

“Well,  ehh,  yes,  we  are  going  hunting.  After  the  inventory.  I was  just  heading 
to  grab  my  bow.  And  arrows.  And  quiver.”  I slunk  back  into  the  house  to  track 
down  the  bow  and  quiver  that  I hadn’t  touched  since  I’d  received  them  as  a gift 
nearly  four  years  ago.  As  I picked  up  and  dusted  off  of  the  quiver,  I noticed  that  it 
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contained  only  two  arrows,  but  quickly  put  the  fact  out  of  my  mind  in  the  knowledge 
that  I wasn’t  actually  hunting,  and  would  have  no  need  for  my  bow  or  arrows  at  all. 
Still,  I secured  the  quiver,  strung  the  bow,  and  slung  it  over  my  shoulder,  even  if  only 
for  Gen’s  twinkling  eyes. 

I bade  her  goodbye  with  a kiss,  and  was  soon  bustling  toward  the  south  edge 
of  town.  I found  the  ass  leaning  against  a tree,  donning  a different  pair  of  shoes 
and  a very  familiar  sick-covered  shirt.  I glared  at  him,  hoping  that  he  would  notice 
my  revulsion,  but  he  smiled  obliviously  and  joined  in  step  with  me,  keeping  up 
with  my  rather  brisk  pace.  We  walked  down  the  dusty  dirt  road  for  nearly  fifteen 
minutes  before  the  ass  took  it  upon  himself  to  break  the  silence  that  I had  been 
appreciating. 

“Looks  like  it’s  going  to  get  hot  today,”  he  said. 

“Had  you  not  taken  that  into  account  when  planning  this  little  excursion?”  I 
asked,  scolding  him  for  his  lack  of  foresight. 

“Well,  we  could  walk  closer  to  the  side  of  the  road,  and  catch  the  shade  from 
the  trees,”  he  suggested.  I rolled  my  eyes,  and  soon  we  were  both  treading  on  the 
browning  grass  that  bordered  the  path.  Another  hour  passed  in  which  neither  of  us 
spoke.  I had  no  idea  nor  did  I care  about  what  was  on  the  ass’  mind,  but  I found 
myself  unable  to  get  the  sandy  river  shore  out  of  my  head.  The  prospect  of  merely 
seeing  the  entrancing  site  again  filled  me  with  hope  and  excitement,  and  yet  I felt 
somewhat  apprehensive.  What  if  the  ass  was  lying,  and  it  wasn't  anything  like  I 
remembered?  What  if  it  was  exactly  the  same,  but  my  constant  daydreaming  had 
built  it  up  to  be  more  than  it  actually  was? 

Thoughts  of  our  destination  constantly  riddled  my  mind  until  the  ass  and  I had 
passed  beyond  the  twisted  oak  tree. 

“Here  we  are,”  the  ass  said,  approaching  a young  tree  with  an  X carved  into  its 
trunk. 

“Into  the  woods,  then?”  I asked. 

“Indeed.” 

I let  him  lead  the  way,  estimating  that  it  would  be  less  than  ten  minutes  before 
he  started  wandering  while  trying  to  pass  himself  off  as  right  on  track.  However, 
ten  minutes  of  relatively  straight  walking  later,  I spied  another  tree  bearing  a freshly 
carved  X,  telling  me  that  we  were  not  at  all  lost.  After  we  had  passed  about  five  or 
six  of  the  marked  trees,  I noticed  a clearing  in  the  distance.  The  ass  noticed  it  as 
well,  and  lengthened  his  stride. 

“This  is  so  exciting!”  he  exclaimed. 

“Wandering  through  the  woods?” 

“Think  about  it  though!  You  will  get  to  finally  see  the  beach!  After  what?  A 
decade  and  a half?  Today  is  a wonderful  day!  A wonderful,  magnificent,  gleaming, 
blazing  explosion  Wednesday!”  He  leaped  a few  steps  forward,  putting  him  a good 
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twenty  feet  in  front  of  me. 

“You  went  a bit  overboard  with  the  explosion.  And  there  was  a reason  that  I 
hadn’t  tried  to  go  back.  To  refresh  your  memory:  we  nearly  died.  We  were  lost  when 
we  found  it,  and  we  were  lost  and  starving  on  the  way  back.  After  we  got  home 
alive,  my  urge  to  return  to  the  river  shore  was  always  slightly  deterred,  primarily  due 
to  the  fact  that  I felt  going  back  would  be  like  tempting  death.” 

The  ass  turned  around  and  started  to  walk  backwards,  “You  speak  of  death  as 
if  it  is  a tangible  thing,  which  confuses  me,  because  you’re  such  a logic  based  man. 
Above  superstition  and  the  like.” 

“Well,  back  then,  death  was  a mystery  that  made  the  most  sense  when  turned 
into  a character.  Obviously  my  view  is  different  now,  but  you  can  understand  how 
after  our  experience  here  as  children,  it  was  hard  for  me  to  let  go  of  the  feeling  that 
she  is  more  present  among  these  woods.” 

“She?”  he  laughed,  “What  is  death  to  you,  some  temptress  who  hovers  above 
the  human  race  and  plays  games  with  men  for  entertainment?  Punishing  the  weak 
for  not  being  good  enough,  and  granting  pardon  to  those  she  sees  worthy?” 

He  kept  walking  backwards  as  we  entered  the  clearing. 

“Is  this  death  character  watching  over  everyone  all  the  time?  Or  does  she  just  lie 
atop  the  highest  limbs  of  these  trees,  haunting  those  adventurous  enough  to  enter 
her  forested  realm  of  doom?” 

“Keep  your  voice  down.  I can  hear  you  fine  without  your  shouting.  And  watch 
where  you’re  walking  - you’ll  trip  on  the  rocks.” 

“What,  are  you  afraid  death  will  condemn  me  if  she  hears  my  cynicism?”  he 
yelled,  not  turning  around,  “The  superstition  is  getting  the  best  of  you.  Nothing 
will  happen  to  me  from  simply  speaking  out  against  this  fictional  character.  I 
can  challenge  death  all  I want,  and  when  I’m  done,  there  won’t  be  any  creature 
grabbing  my  ankles  and  yanking  me  to  the  depths  of  hell!  There  is  no  way  - ” 

The  ass  stopped  mid  sentence  as  he  lost  his  footing  and  fell  backwards.  He 
thrust  his  hands  back  to  help  catch  himself,  but  the  ground  didn’t  support  him  as 
he  seemingly  tumbled  through  the  surface  of  the  earth  and  out  of  sight. 

Startled,  I ran  toward  the  spot  from  which  he  had  disappeared,  but  quickly 
halted  as  I realized  what  had  happened.  Due  to  the  texture  of  the  rocks,  I hadn’t 
been  able  to  see  it  from  afar,  but  when  the  ass  fell,  he  fell  straight  over  the  edge 
of  a cliff.  My  heart  was  racing,  and  just  as  I began  to  wonder  how  far  his  fall  was, 
or  what  awaited  him  at  the  bottom,  I heard  a splash.  Cautiously,  I approached  the 
ledge,  and  peered  over  to  find  him  treading  at  the  surface  of  a pool  of  water  no  less 
than  thirty  feet  below. 

“Are  you  okay?”  I called  down. 

“I  think  so,”  he  replied,  craning  his  neck  to  see  me.  • 
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“Let  me  just  find  a way  down,  I’ll  be  right  there.”  Two  minutes  later  I met  the  ass 
at  the  edge  of  the  rather  murky  pool. 

“That  quite  possibly  may  have  been  the  single  most  terrifying  moment  of  my 
life,”  he  said  with  a slight  grin. 

“Well,  if  anything,  you’ve  done  a fantastic  job  increasing  my  paranoia.” 

The  ass  rolled  his  eyes  and  swam  back  to  the  center  of  the  pool. 

“You  should  come  in  and  join  me.  The  water  is  very  refreshing,”  he  said.  I 
declined  his  offer,  and  he  continued  to  float  about  the  top  of  the  water,  examining 
the  surrounding  landscape  with  a questioning  expression. 

“How  is  there  still  water  here?”  he  asked,  “The  rivers  have  been  dry,  and  the 
wells  are  drying  up  now  too.  The  water  here  has  to  be  at  least  ten  feet  deep, 
because  I never  touched  the  bottom  when  I fell.  Where  did  it  come  from?” 

I examined  our  surroundings  as  well. 

“It  looks  to  me  like  we’re  at  the  base  of  a waterfall.  See  the  shape  of  the  rocks 
up  there?  If  our  trail  had  been  a few  hundred  feet  north,  we  probably  would  have 
encountered  the  dried  bed  of  the  river  that  supplied  this  water.  And  judging  by  the 
mark  on  the  rocks  over  there,  I would  assume  that  this  pool  is  at  least  six  or  seven 
feet  shallower  now  than  it  usually  would  be.” 

“Looks  like  someone  has  all  the  answers,”  the  ass  said  snidely. 

“Well,  you  asked,”  I responded.  Silence  fell  between  the  two  of  us,  but  once 
again  it  had  to  be  short  lived. 

“I  know  you’re  having  a great  time,”  I said,  “but  we  should  continue  our  hike.  I 
do  want  to  be  home  before  sunset.” 

The  ass  reluctantly  pulled  himself  out  of  the  water,  took  off  his  shirt,  and  wrung 
the  majority  of  the  water  out  of  it.  As  he  put  it  back  on,  I was  pleased  to  notice  that 
the  vomit  stain  was  almost  undetectable. 

“The  sandy  shore  is  still  further  south.  We  should  get  there  by  following  this 
riverbed,”  he  said  as  he  began  to  walk  by  me,  taking  the  lead. 

“Sounds  good  to  me.”  I followed  as  the  ass  strode  with  a much  more  dynamic 
air  than  before. 

“I  don’t  know  about  you,”  he  said,  “but  I feel  invigorated.” 

“It  might  be  because  of  that  near  death  experience  that  you  just  went  through.” 

He  laughed,  "Nothing  like  almost  dying  to  get  the  adrenaline  pumping.  But  I 
think  it’s  also  due  to  excitement.  Soon  you’ll  get  to  see  the  sand  for  the  first  time 
in  years,  and  I’m  sure  you  won’t  be  disappointed.  Now  pick  up  the  pace!  We’re 
almost  there!  Attraversiamo!” 

At  that,  he  began  to  run. 

“Farrington!”  I yelled  after  him,  but  he  failed  to  slow  down,  and  I was  forced 
to  increase  my  speed  to  keep  up  with  him.  We  ran  under  the  hot  sun  for  a few 
minutes,  and  I was  profoundly  proud  of  myself  when  the  ass  started  slowing  of 
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exhaustion  before  I did. 

“We  should  be  less  than  a mile  away  at  this  point,”  he  said,  looking  to  the  sky. 
“And  there  have  to  be  at  least  five  more  hours  before  the  sun  sets.  We  could  spend 
more  than  an  hour  at  the  beach  and  still  be  back  before  dark.” 

“Do  you  think  we  will  need  to  be  there  for  more  than  an  hour?”  I asked. 

“I  figured  that  as  our  destination,  it  would  be  a good  place  to  take  a break  from 
walking,  for  at  least  a little  while.  Why?  Is  there  a reason  that  you  would  want  to 
leave  so  soon?” 

“I  don’t  know.  I guess  it's  just  that,  as  I recall,  that  place  gave  off  a somewhat 
haunting  aura.  That  used  to  be  part  of  the  intrigue  for  me,  how  it  felt  wrong  to  be 
standing  there.  Now  it's  starting  to  feel  more  reckless  and  stupid  than  anything.” 
“Oh,  I understand.  You’re  opposed  to  fun,”  he  said  jeeringly. 

“Well,  my  idea  of  fun,  unlike  some  individuals,  doesn’t  consist  of  being  stupid, 
making  a fool  of  myself,  and  putting  my  life  in  danger.” 

“There  is  no  way  that  your  life  will  be  in  danger  when  you  get  there.  Yes,  your 
hair  might  stand  on  end  a bit,  but  that  doesn’t  mean  you're  going  to  unexpectedly 
die.” 

“I  didn’t  say  I was  going  to  die.  But  as  you  mention  it,  I do  remember  the  thing 
about  the  hair  on  the  back  of  my  neck,  how  it  was  always  standing  on  end.  As  if 
someone  were  watching  us.” 

“You  know  no  one  else  was  there,”  he  said.  I eyed  him. 

“Oh,”  he  laughed.  “You’re  still  stuck  on  that  death  thing.  You  see,  your  problem 
is  that  you  can’t  brush  off  a few  feelings  of  tenseness  or  fear.” 

“I  won’t  just  dismiss  from  my  mind  the  panic  I felt  when  you  fell  straight  off  that 
thirty-foot  ledge!”  I barked. 

“Now,  I wasn't  even  addressing  that.  And  you  make  it  seem  like  you  were 
the  one  in  the  terrifying  situation  there.  I don’t  care  how  you  look  at  it,  there  is  no 
possible  way  you  can  twist  your  mind  into  thinking  that  you  were  the  victim." 

“Well,  you  didn’t  seem  to  care.  You  were  simply  splashing  about,  having  a 
grand  old  time,  while  I was  seriously  worried  you  had  been  injured  or  killed.” 

“I  cared  entirely!  I thought  I was  falling  to  my  death!  But  then  I didn’t  die,  and  I 
got  over  it.  The  whole  situation  is  over  and  done,  so  you  need  to  move  on  and  quit 
worrying  about  it.” 

“How  about  you  take  a stab  at  learning  from  your  mistakes,  which  heaven 
knows  is  a foreign  concept  to  you,  and  start  worrying  about  yourself.  If  you  weren’t 
so  reckless  and  flighty,  I wouldn’t  constantly  be  burdened  with  the  responsibility  of 
looking  after  you.” 

“Looking  after  me?  Do  you  think  you’re  doing  some  act  of  charity  by  constantly 
pestering  me  about  my  decisions?” 

I groaned,  “I  just  don’t  want  you  to  be  so  reckless  as  to  find  yourself  in 
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situations  where  you  might  die.” 

The  ass  stopped  and  faced  me,  “Okay,  if  I’m  constantly  in  situations  where 
I might  die,  why  haven’t  I died  yet?  You  seem  so  afraid  of  this  Death  character, 
and  so  certain  that  my  recklessness  is  leading  me  toward  her,  but  in  all  my  life’s 
experiences,  I have  yet  to  encounter  a single  mysterious  shady  floating  woman 
bend  on  bringing  an  end  to  me.” 

“Stop  talking  like  that.” 

“Why?  Because  I’m  taunting  your  all-powerful  sorceress?  You  need  to 
understand:  death  doesn’t  work  like  that.  It  isn’t  a force  that  you  can  pin  a face  to.  It 
doesn’t  have  a behavior,  it  doesn’t  have  opinions,  and  it  doesn’t  have  feelings.”  He 
looked  me  directly  in  the  eye.  “Death  is  chance.” 

I turned  away  in  fury,  and  the  ass  began  to  slowly  make  his  way  down  the 
riverbed  once  more.  “If  your  Death  really  wanted  me  gone,  maybe  she  should 
muster  up  the  nerve  to  actually  take  a swipe  at  me,  and  just  see  how  I fight  back.” 

“Stop  talking.” 

“You  know,  I really  - ” 

“No,  stop.  And  don’t  move.”  I scanned  the  edge  of  the  forest,  knowing  I had 
seen  something  moving  when  I had  broken  eye  contact  with  the  ass.  I tried  to 
gather  everything  about  my  surroundings,  taking  in  every  flitter  of  the  leaves  and 
rustling  of  the  brush. 

“What  did  you  see?” 

I held  up  my  hand  to  silence  him,  not  diverting  my  eyes  from  the  trees,  “It  was... 

I don’t  know.  But  it  was  right  there.” 

“Stop  being  so  paranoid.  You  just  can’t  handle  - ” 

And  then  I saw  it.  Like  a bolt  of  lightning,  it  streaked  out  of  the  woods,  straight 
toward  the  ass. 

“Roark!” 

He  caught  sight  of  it  soon  after  I did,  and  as  it  leaped  at  him,  he  reflexively 
dropped  to  the  ground.  The  creature  didn't  falter  as  it  shot  over  the  ass’  body, 
nimbly  landed,  and  turned  around  to  charge  again.  I was  frozen  with  shock  as 
I watched  the  ass  scramble  to  his  feet  and  sprint  for  the  woods,  but  his  speed 
was  far  from  fast  enough  as  the  beast  took  another  lunge  toward  him.  The  ass 
sidestepped  at  the  perfect  moment  and  was  only  slightly  clipped  by  the  swipe 
of  the  massive  paw.  As  is  passed  by  him,  he  managed  to  swing  his  leg  around 
and  land  a good  kick  on  the  large  creature's  jaw,  knocking  them  both  down 
momentarily. 

I watched  the  struggle,  feeling  helpless,  as  both  combatants  swiftly  rose  to  their 
feet.  Suddenly,  I realized  that  I had  a bow  and  quiver  on  my  body.  Ashamed  for 
having  let  the  shock  get  the  better  of  me  for  so  long,  I hastily  lifted  the  bow  off  my 
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shoulder  and  snatched  an  arrow  from  the  quiver.  Wishing  I had  more  experience 
with  the  weapon,  I saw  the  ass  get  pinned  down,  pulled  the  bow,  and  released. 

The  arrow  drove  into  the  animal’s  flank,  and  it  reeled  back,  flashing  its  feline  teeth 
at  me  in  a menacing  snarl.  The  ass  tried  to  pull  himself  up,  but  the  predator  soon 
shifted  its  attention  back  to  him  and  was  quickly  atop  his  body  once  more.  I drew 
my  second  - and  last  - arrow  as  I ran  closer  to  the  fight.  The  creature's  jaws 
were  wide,  ready  to  deal  the  finishing  blow,  when  I sent  the  second  arrow  straight 
between  its  ribs. 

The  beast  let  out  a violent  roar  before  falling  limp  on  top  of  the  ass’  torso.  I 
threw  down  the  bow  and  rushed  to  help  him  get  out  from  under  the  weight  of  the 
giant  cat.  I rolled  it  off  of  him,  and  propped  him  up,  examining  his  injuries. 

“What  is  that  thing?”  he  asked,  sweaty  and  slightly  dazed. 

“I  don’t  know.  I’ve  never  seen  one  before,”  I stripped  him  of  his  blood  stained 
shirt,  sad  that  its  status  of  cleanliness  was  so  short  lived,  “You  have  two  rather 
nasty  cuts  on  your  back  here,  and  this  one  on  your  arm  here  needs  binding  as  well. 
But  you’re  alive.” 

He  sat  silently  as  I did  my  best  to  tear  his  shirt  into  strips.  Around  ten  minutes  of 
wincing  later,  he  was  satisfactorily  bandaged,  and  I helped  him  to  his  feet. 

“I  didn’t  know  you  were  such  a good  shot  with  that  bow.  Why  had  you  never 
told  me?” 

“Farrington,  I hadn’t  touched  a bow  in  four  years.  The  fact  that  I even  hit  my 
target  once  was  a grand  stroke  of  luck.” 

“But  you  could  have  hit  me.” 

“If  I didn't  take  a chance  with  the  bow,  you  would  have  died  anyway.” 

The  ass  slowly  looked  from  side  to  side,  then  to  the  cat,  “Fair  enough.  Shall  we 
continue?” 

I picked  up  my  bow,  “Lead  the  way.” 

We  continued  our  trek  down  the  riverbed,  and  as  we  walked,  it  seemed  as  if  the 
atmosphere  was  reflected  in  the  ass’  dampening  in  spirits.  A cloud  drifted  in  front  of 
the  suns  rays,  and  before  long,  the  sky  was  gray  and  the  air  was  notably  cooler. 

“Looks  like  a front’s  coming  in,”  I said. 

“Hmm,”  he  grunted. 

"Maybe  we  should  head  back?  We  could  go  to  the  shore  tomorrow,  or 
sometime  next  week.” 

“We’re  nearly  there.  We  can  rest,  and  then  go  home.” 

“And  you’re  okay?”  I asked.  He  ontinued  to  walk,  neglecting  to  answer  my 
question.  Silence  once  again  fell  between  the  two  of  us,  but  this  time,  I was 
uncomfortable  with  it.  I wanted  him  to  say  something,  to  give  me  some  kind  of 
vocal  assurance  that  he  was  indeed  willing  to  finish  the  journey.  Unfortunately, 
though,  I got  none.  I was  just  about  to  break  the  silence,  for  his  sake,  when  a chill 
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ran  down  my  spine.  The  hair  on  the  back  of  my  neck  stood  on  end,  and  it  felt  as 
if  something  otherworldly  was  pushing  me  away.  The  ass  turned  around,  a slight, 
distant  smile  on  his  face. 

“We’re  here.” 

And  sure  enough,  we  were  there.  The  trees  lining  the  side  of  the  river  widened 
to  create  a large,  flat  plain.  Because  of  the  drought,  there  was  no  water  flowing 
down  the  riverbed,  and  an  even  heavier  dusting  of  sand  than  I had  remembered. 
Littered  throughout  the  field  of  sand  were  ever  so  slight  protrusions,  which  I knew 
were  the  mysterious  cylindrical  rocks  - the  main  attraction  of  the  secret  location. 

The  ass  slunk  to  a dark  tree  on  the  skirt  of  the  beach,  and  lowered  himself  to 
rest  against  it.  I,  on  the  other  hand,  found  myself  drifting  around  the  wide  riverbank, 
immersing  myself  in  the  wondrous  nostalgia.  Other  than  the  lack  of  water  running 
down  the  riverbed,  everything  was  exactly  as  I had  remembered.  As  I walked,  I 
felt  my  boot  nudge  against  one  of  the  cylinders,  and  bent  down  to  free  it  from  the 
earth.  The  moment  I touched  it,  a shudder  ran  up  my  arm,  and  thunder  rumbled  in 
the  distance. 

I slowly  tugged  at  it  until  the  entire  two  feet  of  the  rough  cylindrical  rock  had 
slipped  out  of  the  sand,  and  rolled  it  carefully  between  my  fingertips.  It  was  around 
an  inch  in  diameter,  and  I examined  it,  I tried  to  imagine  where  it  came  from,  and 
how  this  sandy  beach  acquired  so  many  of  them. 

“It’s  like  taking  a step  into  the  past,”  I mumbled  to  myself.  I explored  and 
scavenged  the  beach  for  what  must  have  been  at  least  twenty  minutes,  and  in 
my  excited  state,  I failed  to  notice  the  continually  darkening  sky  and  the  ever- 
approaching  thunder  until  a flash  of  lightning  caught  my  eye.  I headed  toward  the 
ass,  who  was  still  flopped  up  against  the  tree. 

“This  could  mean  rain,”  I said,  “Should  we  head  back?” 

The  ass  didn’t  answer.  I sat  on  the  ground  beside  him. 

“I  haven’t  had  a drink  in  four  days,”  he  said. 

“Hmm?” 

“I’ve  been  sober  for  four  days.  That's  the  longest  I’ve  been  sober  since  I was 
seventeen,  as  far  as  I can  remember.” 

“You  went  to  the  bar  last  night.” 

“No,”  he  said,  eerily  calm,  “I  went  straight  to  your  place  as  soon  as  I was  out  of 
the  woods.” 

He  stood  up,  grunting  slightly  from  the  pain,  “Last  week,  you  told  me  that  I 
was  a ‘useless  carcass,  a good-for-nothing  freeloader,  and  a waste  of  human 
existence.’” 

I couldn’t  deny  the  truth  in  his  statement. 

“So  I decided  that  I would  prove  you  wrong.  I tried  to  think  of  anything  that 
we  might  still  have  in  common,  and  the  first  thing  that  came  to  my  head  was  this 
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beach.  I figured  that  if  I could  find  it,  I might  be  able  to  win  back  some  respect,  so  I 
told  myself  I wouldn’t  come  back  until  I found  it,”  he  raised  his  voice,  “And  what  do 
you  know?  I did  find  it!  I found  it,  I went  back  to  town,  and  got  you  to  come  here. 
You  were  going  to  be  impressed  with  me,  and  I would  have  done  something  right. 
But  no!”  he  yelled,  “Even  today,  you  had  no  choice  but  to  take  care  of  me.” 

A flash  of  lightning  briefly  illuminated  the  trees,  and  was  quickly  followed  by  a sharp 
crack  of  thunder. 

“I’ve  been  taking  care  of  you  for  years.  It  isn’t  anything  out  of  the  ordinary 
anymore,”  I said. 

“But  today  was  going  to  be  different!”  he  snapped,  “I  would  be  the  cause  of 
something  good,  and  nothing  of  a burden.  And  yet,  if  you  hadn’t  been  looking  after 
me,  I would  have  been  killed.  I’d  be  dead.  Right  now.” 

The  wind  picked  up,  and  he  began  to  walk  toward  the  dry  riverbed. 

“Even  in  trying  to  impress  you,  I just  make  things  harder  for  you!” 

There  was  another  flash  of  lightning,  this  time  followed  much  more  quickly  by 
the  clap  of  thunder. 

“You  know,  a lot  of  people  have  called  me  lazy,  or  worthless,  or  useless,  but 
when  you  said  what  you  said,  really  wanted  to  change  your  opinion.  And  I couldn’t!” 

CRACK!  The  lightning  and  thunder  were  almost  simultaneous  this  time. 

“I  was  frustrated  when  I said  that  to  you,”  I called  to  him,  “You  had  just  vomited 
on  yourself.  You  don’t  need  to  do  anything  to  impress  me.” 

“But  I do!”  he  yelled,  “You’re  the  only  one  left  that  has  any  faith  in  me!  You 
proved  that  when  you  agreed  to  come  here  with  me  this  morning.  And  I’m  still 
determined.  I’ll  figure  out  something,  and  you’ll  be  blown  away!” 

The  wind  was  getting  so  heavy  at  this  point  that  I had  to  shield  my  eyes  from  the 
sand  that  was  being  kicked  into  the  air. 

“There  has  to  be  something  that  I can  do  for  you!  To  make  up  for  all  the  times 
that  you  had  to  take  care  of  me!  I don’t  know  what  it  is,  but  if  there  is  anything  in 
this  world  that  I can  do,  I’ll  make  it  happen!  I promise!” 

Suddenly,  everything  was  illuminated  by  a blinding  white  light,  and  there  was  an 
explosion  of  sound  that  left  me  fallen  on  my  knees  and  grasping  my  ears.  After  a 
few  moments,  my  vision  cleared,  and  I looked  around. 

“Farrington!”  My  voice  echoed  inside  my  head,  my  ears  still  ringing.  I scanned 
my  surroundings,  and  saw  him  lying  on  the  ground.  I rushed  over  to  him,  tripping 
through  the  sand  in  my  franticness. 

“Farrington!” 

He  remained  motionless.  As  I reached  him  dropped  down  next  to  his  body,  my 
suspicion  was  confirmed  - he  was  dead.  Struck  by  lightning.  I felt  for  his  pulse, 
knowing  it  wouldn’t  help. 

I didn’t  know  how  to  react.  Roark  Farrington’s  lifeless  body  was  sprawled 
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out  in  a bed  of  sand,  and  I was  staring  at  it  from  above.  My  vision  blurred  slightly, 
but  I blinked  it  away.  I looked  around  at  the  woods,  the  beach,  and  the  riverbed. 
Everything  was  the  same  - all  seemingly  oblivious  to  the  event  that  had  just  taken 
place. 

I looked  back  at  Farrington,  and  noticed  a droplet  of  water  on  his  forehead. 
Then  I felt  one  fall  onto  the  top  of  my  head.  I looked  to  the  sky,  and  just  as  I did,  a 
drop  of  water  landed  on  the  tip  of  my  nose.  Rain. 

Without  warning,  another  flash  of  lightning  struck  nearby,  temporarily  deafening 
me.  Afraid  that  I might  be  the  lightning’s  next  victim,  I quickly  made  my  way  off  of 
the  beach,  brushing  the  sole  my  boot  over  a new,  hot,  smoking  cylindrical  rock  in 
the  ground  right  where  the  second  bolt  of  lightning  had  struck.  I got  to  the  woods, 
and  looked  back  just  in  time  to  see  a third  bolt  of  lightning  strike  a tree  on  the 
opposite  bank,  setting  fire  to  it. 

I ran  into  the  woods,  occasionally  looking  back  to  see  the  pillar  of  smoke 
growing  more  distant,  but  I never  stopped  running.  I ran  as  the  rain  grew  heavier,  I 
ran  until  I couldn’t  see  the  smoke  anymore,  and  I ran  until  I reached  the  road  that 
led  to  my  hometown. 

Since  that  day,  things  have  been  the  same  as  they  always  had.  Well,  actually, 
they’ve  been  better.  There  has  been  a plethora  of  water,  hunting  kicked  back  up, 
and  frankly,  there  has  been  one  less  mouth  to  feed.  I don’t  know  what  compelled 
Death  to  do  it,  or  why  she  chose  the  course  of  action  that  she  did,  but  I now  - and 
always  will  - believe  that  she  had  a reason,  and  her  actions  benefited  more  than 
just  her.  And  let’s  face  it  - for  an  ethereal  being,  she  was  rather  witty. 
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The  Absurdity  of  Death 

By  Janelle  Wilger 


It  is  an  odd  thing  to  watch  your  own  funeral. 

The  funny  thing  is,  I was  nearly  late  for  mine.  I was  standing  in  the  window 
of  my  favorite  sweet  shop  when  I remembered  it.  The  shop  is  called  Malone’s.  If  you 
live  anywhere  near  the  Jersey  border  in  a town  called  Sassafras,  go  there,  I’m  telling 
you. 

So  there  I am,  standing,  gazing  longingly  at  the  chocolates  standing  in  little 
rows  like  troops  preparing  to  march  to  battle.  How  I wished  I could  still  eat  those 
scrumptious-looking  little  cakes  and  petit-fours.  If  I could  salivate,  I probably  would. 

It  is  a strange  thing  to  be  dead.  You  can  actually  remain  on  the  earth  until 
your  spirit  disperses  away,  swirling  off  gracefully  towards  the  heavens.  You  can,  of 
course,  take  the  trolley  back  to  earth  where  you  dwelt.  The  trip  downward  is  quite 
enjoyable.  A golden  trolley  will  pull  up  at  the  station,  gleaming  and  regal  looking.  It 
runs  all  on  its  own,  unsupported  by  any  beam  or  balance.  It  is  possible  to  signal  it 
anywhere,  anytime.  All  you  have  to  do  is  raise  your  arm  and  whistle.  These  are  the 
true  wonders  of  the  Lord.  I am  sure  that  when  people  reassure  their  friend,  relative, 
or  anyone  who  has  suffered  a loss,  their  loved  one  is  standing  behind  them  holding 
up  bunny  ears  and  giving  Abe  Lincoln  a laugh. 

Did  I mention  walking?  You  do  not,  contrary  to  popular  belief,  lose  your  feet 
in  a permanent  cloud  of  mist  and  glide  eerily  along  like  Casper  the  Friendly  Ghost  or 
some  other  movie  character.  No,  you  walk,  but  each  time  your  foot  falls  back  to  the 
ground,  it  never  really  makes  contact.  The  sensation  in  somewhat  relative  to  that  of 
thinking  there  is  one  more  step  than  there  really  is  while  walking  upstairs  in  the  dark. 
There  is  a moment  of  sickly  surprise  and  tingling  as  your  foot  drops  down  onto  the 
landing,  and  you  have  to  recover  yourself  for  a moment.  Mother  Theresa  tells  me  it 
takes  some  getting  used  to. 

So,  there  I was,  glancing  up  at  the  clock  in  the  town  square  two  days  after 
my  death,  and  I realized  that  I needed  to  get  moving  if  I wanted  to  arrive  in  time. 

I knew  it  would  be  at  sundown,  and  on  this  fine  autumn  day  that  would  be  about 
6:00pm.  My  favorite  time  of  the  day  had  always  been  when  the  sun  was  setting 
in  the  west;  I loved  to  paint  those  wondrous  streaks  of  scarlet  and  gold.  I had 
requested  to  be  buried  then,  odd  as  it  may  seem. 

After  regaining  my  train  of  thought,  I then  realized  that  I had  no  idea  where 
the  funeral  was  to  be  held.  After  thinking  for  a moment,  I began  to  walk  briskly 
towards  the  Wonkster  Cemetery.  I did  indeed  see  a small  group  of  people  sitting  in 
chairs  around  a gravesite. 
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As  I got  closer,  I saw  an  older  woman  dabbing  her  eyes  and  the  preacher, 
somber  looking,  saying  words  of  apparent  meaning.  Sitting  at  the  end  of  an  aisle, 
a man  in  a kilt  placed  his  fluffy,  energetic  dog  on  the  ground.  The  dog  was  UGLY.  It 
had  one  tuft  of  hair  wafting  in  the  breeze  on  its  small  head.  It  looked  like  the  rest  of 
the  fur  has  fallen  out,  like  the  dog  was  balding.  As  soon  as  its  legs  hit  the  ground, 
the  dog  ran  over  to  the  side  of  the  casket  and  promptly  lifted  his  leg.  That  dog  was 
PEEING  on  the  godforsaken  coffin. 

Thank  the  good  Lord  this  was  not  my  funeral.  I recognized  none  of  the  faces 
in  the  crowd,  although  I did  see  a group  of  people  standing  near  the  coffin,  throwing 
their  heads  back  in  uncontrolled  laughter.  No  one  was  paying  them  the  slightest  bit 
of  attention.  They  were  dead  folk.  A very  old  man  with  wrinkled,  leathery  skin  and 
beady  eyes  was  gazing  down  at  his  lifeless  form,  amused.  I was  glad  he  was  taking 
this  so  well.  I would  be  upset  if  a dog  let  loose  all  over  my  coffin.  The  man  must 
have  died  around  the  day  I did. 

The  dog’s  owner  looked  highly  embarrassed.  The  majority  of  the  crowd  had 
noticed  the  dog  peeing  and  were  silently  laughing.  The  man  was  quietly  trying  to 
persuade  his  bold  animal  to  return  to  his  side,  not  wishing  to  interrupt  the  preacher, 
who  was  still  droning  mournfully. 

Looking  desperate  now,  the  owner  rose  from  his  seat.  At  the  same  time,  the 
dog  made  a beeline  for  the  preacher.  The  preacher  looked  down  in  time  to  see  the 
dog  clamp  down  on  the  hem  of  his  robe  and  start  growling  and  shaking  his  head 
about  wildly.  (That  would  be  the  dog,  not  the  preacher  growling.)  The  preacher, 
agitated,  ceased  talking  and  began  to  try  to  shoo  the  dog  away. 

“Go  on,  now,  go!”  he  said.  The  dog  had  different  ideas.  Still  holding  onto  the 
long  robe  in  its  mouth,  the  dog  ran  around  the  preacher’s  legs,  with  the  preacher 
swatting  uselessly  at  it.  Then  the  preacher,  his  robe  drawn  up  around  his  legs  tightly, 
lost  his  balance  and  his  dignity. 

“Jesus  Christ!”  he  yelled,  as  he  toppled  off  his  stand  and  fell  ungracefully  to 
the  ground.  The  owner,  bright  scarlet  now,  sprinted  forward  and  scooped  up  the 
dog,  who  was  barking  at  the  affronted  preacher  as  he  attempted  to  get  up  again. 

In  spite  of  myself,  I was  chortling  heartily  as  I glanced  towards  my  fellow 
dead  ones.  They  were  also  evidently  amused.  I walked  over  to  the  group,  and  the 
old  man  began  talking  with  me. 

“Roger  Taral,”  he  said,  shaking  my  hand,  “Well,  I don’t  suppose  anyone  will 
be  forgetting  my  funeral  any  time  soon,  eh?” 

When  I had  departed,  I realized  how  very  little  time  I had  to  reach  my 
funeral.  A mere  hour  stood  between  now  and  my  burial.  I decided  immediately  to 
go  to  the  other  side  of  town,  where  Cobblelire  Cemetery  is  located.  When  I got 
there,  I saw  more  people  gathered  around  to  view  funeral  proceedings.  When  I got 
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closer  and  saw  another  old  man  with  wisps  of  white  hair  flying  in  every  direction 
peering  hesitantly  down  into  a casket,  I realized  something.  That  was  my  good  old 
friend  there,  dead!  I had  no  idea!  He  must  have  recently  died  as  well! 

“Charlie!”  I yelled.  The  man  turned,  and  I saw  that  he  was  still  wearing  his 
favorite  checked  golf  shorts,  looking  surprised  but  the  same  as  ever. 

“James!  What  are  you  doing  here,  old  chap?  Didn’t  think  I’d  be  seeing  you 
so  soon!” 

“Yes,  when  did-  when  did  it  happen?”  I knew  Charlie  had  had  a bad  heart 
for  years.  It  is  somewhat  awkward  to  ask  someone  how  they  snuffed  it. 

“The  old  heart,  you  know.  Just  gave  out  on  me.  But  you,  my  friend,  you 
were  always  as  healthy  as  a horse!” 

“I  know,”  I replied,  “But  old  age  finally  caught  up  with  me.” 

We  were  both  old,  Charlie  and  I,  born  not  a month  apart  in  1918. 

“We  were  bound  to  go  soon,  weren’t  we?  But  it’s  not  bad,  eh,  being  dead? 

I was  trying  to  teach  Laura  Ingalls  Wilder  to  play  golf  yesterday!  She's  dreadful,” 
Charlie  lamented.  I laughed,  pleased  to  see  Charlie  being  his  old  crazy  self. 

“But  where  is  your  funeral  being  held  at?  Has  it  already  happened?”  he 

asked. 

“No,”  I sighed,  “I  don’t  think  so,  but  I have  no  idea  where  it’ll  be.  I’ve 
checked  Wonkster  and  here,  but  I don’t  know  where  it  is.” 

He  eyed  me  with  something  close  to  suspicion  in  his  face,  “Well,  what  about 
the  little  cemetery  at  the  end  of  French  Oak  Street,  the  one  where  they  bury  people 
with  honorable  deeds  to  their  names?” 

I was  considerably  surprised,  to  say  the  least. 

“Why  would  my  funeral  be  there?”  I asked. 

“Oh,  stop  being  modest!  You  have  been  a well-  known  artist  ‘round  these 
parts  for  years!  Why  wouldn’t  they  bury  you  there?  You’re  practically  famous!” 
Charlie  said  in  one  breath,  his  blue  eyes  wide  and  a knowing  smile  playing  across 
his  crinkled  face,  “Come  on,  then,  I’ll  come  with  you,  it’s  bound  to  be  there.” 

“Alright,”  I said,  glancing  toward  the  western  horizon,  “but  we’d  better 

hurry.” 

The  sun  was  sinking  ever  so  slowly  towards  the  tops  of  buildings  in  town. 
Soon  the  sharp  point  of  the  church  steeple  would  pierce  the  crimson  sun,  just  as  it 
had  in  one  of  my  finest  paintings.  All  of  a sudden,  the  clock  struck  six.  I wondered 
momentarily  about  whether  or  not  we  would  be  late.  My  mother  had  always  said  I 
would  be  late  for  my  own  funeral,  and  at  the  present,  that  seemed  likely. 

As  we  approached  the  gates  of  the  graveyard,  I became  a bit  excited. 

Would  this  be  it?  As  soon  as  we  were  through  the  entrance,  my  jaw  dropped  a 
bit  as  my  eyes  took  in  the  mass  of  people  sitting  in  front  of- me.  There  was  no 
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doubt  we  had  arrived  at  the  correct  location.  A white  sign  was  hung  near  a large 
gravestone.  It  read,  “In  memory  of  James  Relamora,  renowned  painter.”  My  great 
friend  Lyle  was  in  the  middle  of  speaking  to  the  vast  crowd  about  my  life  and 
various  experiences.  The  funeral  must  have  started  at  six. 

Chuckling,  Charlie  looked  around  with  an  eyebrow  raised  comically,  “Well, 
well,  well,  not  known  for  anything,  eh?” 

I was  still  gasping,  astounded,  at  the  number  of  people  who  had  turned  up 
for  my  funeral.  Half  of  them  I did  not  recognize.  Then  I noticed  that  the  clock  behind 
us  was  faintly  bonging;  it  was  a quarter  after  six.  I watched  as  Lyle  spoke  about 
me,  recalling  humorous  and  memorable  times.  Then  a voice  spoke  behind  me, 
interrupting  Lyle’s  words. 

“Fancy  seeing  you  here,  James.” 

I turned  to  see  my  mother,  standing  there  plain  as  day,  just  as  I remembered 
her.  A kind  woman  with  tufts  of  flyaway  gray  hair  and  a wide  smile,  she  was  always 
well  known  for  being  an  excellent  baker  and  friend.  She  came  up  and  hugged  me, 
squeezing  me  to... well,  not  to  death,  but  you  get  my  drift. 

A fat  tear  rolled  down  her  cheek  as  she  pulled  away  and  said,  “Oh,  James, 
it  is  good  to  see  you  again.  My  dear,  how  are  you?  Are  you  alright  here?” 

While  recovering  from  the  initial  shock  of  seeing  my  deceased  mother  again, 
we  began  talking.  “I  am  so  proud  of  you,  you  know,  James.  But  you  always  have 
had  a tendency  to  be  late  for  everything.  I knew,  didn’t  I,  that  this  would  happen!” 
she  laughed  good-naturedly,  “I  always  said  you  would  be  late  for  your  own  funeral, 
and  here  you  are,  over  fifteen  minutes  after  it  started!” 

We  stayed  for  a while  and  watched  the  funeral  proceedings.  I became 
thoroughly  embarrassed  when  anyone  would  comment  about  me.  Some  of  my  art 
was  donated  to  my  favorite  museums  and  galleries. 

Luckily,  there  were  no  dogs  to  pee  on  my  casket,  which  I looked  into 
reluctantly  but  curiously.  It  is  odd  to  see  yourself  lying  there  all  dressed  up  of  the 
occasion.  I felt  immensely  satisfied  to  know  that  so  many  people  would  be  able  to 
view  it,  that  I had  been  somewhat  appreciated.  Afterward,  Charlie,  my  mother,  and  I 
strolled  out  of  the  gates  of  the  cemetery  together.  The  sun  had  almost  sunk  into  the 
horizon,  and  the  sky  above  was  growing  dark.  Next  to  me,  Charlie  thrust  his  arm 
into  the  chilly  air  and  let  his  shrill  whistle  pierce  the  night.  A golden  trolley,  reflecting 
the  last  rays  of  feeble  sunlight,  descended  and  glided  smoothly  us  where  we  stood. 
As  I climbed  aboard,  I looked  over  at  the  small  cemetery.  A dark  peaceful  yard  with 
towering  trees  hovering  ominously,  almost  protectively,  over  the  graves  there,  the 
last  of  their  leaves  ruffling  softly  in  the  autumn  wind. 

On  the  trolley,  my  mother  took  a seat  next  to  Napoleon  Bonaparte  while 
Charlie  stood  animatedly  with  Marilyn  Monroe.  I took  a seat  next  to  John  Lennon, 
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who  was  humming  something  that  sounded  like  “Eleanor  Rigby”.  I glanced  around 
to  see  who  else  might  be  on  the  trolley,  which  has  red  velvet  seats  and  small 
tables  as  well.  Elvis  sat  near  the  back  with  George  Washington.  They  were  sharing 
cocktails  with  Mark  Twain  and  several  others.  Everyone  was  fully  content.  I was 
soundly  amused  with  my  being  late  for  my  own  funeral,  and  began  to  talk  to  John 
about  what  happened.  As  the  trolley  took  off,  I felt  glad  to  be  going  home. 
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The  Thirteenth  Stroke  of  Midnight 

By  Katie  Allison 


“Once  upon  a time-A  long  time  ago  in-Time  after  time-lt  was  time-The  time  has 
come,  the  wairus-Time  is  of  the-Use  your  time-Time.  ” 

Yes.  Time  was  where  it  all  began,  and  therefore,  it  was  only  right  that  time 
was  where  it  should  all  end.  The  tall  man  smiled  at  this  rather  poetic  thought, 
glancing  directly  behind  him  at  the  rather  large  number  6 that  stared  at  him  from  the 
face  of  the  biggest  clock  he  had  ever  seen.  The  smile  on  his  drawn  face  was  that  of 
a man  without  a clear  thought  in  his  head,  though  the  man’s  thoughts  were  actually 
coherent.  Too  coherent,  really.  In  fact,  the  man’s  thoughts  were  so  dreadfully 
coherent,  he  was  quite  mad.  The  man  laughed  as  the  wind  whipped  around  him, 
causing  the  dangling  buckles  from  his  confining  shirt  to  jingle  merrily.  He  whistled 
what  he  perceived  to  be  their  tune,  tapping  out  a steady  beat  with  a bare  foot  on 
the  cold  stone.  He  lifted  up  an  arm  and  considered  the  buckles  thoughtfully. 

“Curious,”  said  he,  “that  they  should  call  it  a straitjacket,  when  they  wrap  it 
in  the  most  confusing  conundrums  of  curves  and  loops.  Why,  it  isn’t  straight  at  all. 

It  should  rather  be  called  a wrap-jacket.  Yes,  that  would  be  far  more  appropriate.” 

He  laughed  again.  The  world  he  was  preparing  to  leave  was  such  a curious 
place.  No  wonder  that  little  girl  had  been  so  utterly  confused  when  she  came  to 
his  party  - she  must  have  never  seen  a normal  tea  party  in  all  her  life  living  in  this 
madhouse.  The  man  grew  grim  suddenly,  his  laughter  disappearing  into  the  wind. 
He  sighed  unhappily. 

“Ah,  my  dear,  dearest.  My  darling  little  teacake.  Why  couldn’t  you  remember 
me?  I came,  I spoke. ..but  you  didn’t  know  my  name  anymore.  I suppose  since  they 
took  away  all  that  I am,  I am  simply  Mad  and  nothing  else,  but  all  the  same,  it’s 
such  a shame,”  he  said  mournfully.  He  turned  around  to  look  up  at  the  face  of  the 
clock  again.  ‘Twas  a quarter  ‘til  midnight.  Fifteen  minutes  left  to  go. 

“It’s  all  your  fault  you  know,”  the  man  said  accusingly  to  the  clock's  face, 
“Everything  went  wrong.  You  kept  me  your  prisoner,  you  forgot  about  me,  you 
banished  me  to  this  hell  of  a world,  and  now  you  move  so  steadily  slow.  So 
mindbogglingly  slow.  And  steady.  And  in  order.  Six  o’clock  comes  and  stays  for 
precisely  sixty  minutes  and  seven  o’clock  follows  directly  after  it!  Can  you  imagine! 
There  are  twenty-four  hours  to  every  day,  night  is  dark  and  day  is  sunlit  or  rainy 
depending  on  the  mood  of  the  weather,  and  it  all  makes  so  much  sense.  You  have 
truly  forsaken  me  now,  I fear.  Of  all  the  things...”  The  man  stopped  and  let  out 
something  between  a sob  and  a sigh  as  he  walked  over  and  sat  down.  He  leaned 
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his  cheek  against  the  cold  metal  of  the  number  6’s  bottom  curve.  He  stroked  the 
numeral  gently  with  long  fingers. 

“You  loved  me.  You  said  I was  to  be  as  your  son.  Your  mortal  apprentice. 
Why  would  you  believe  that  woman ? She  was  the  most  powerful  woman  of  the 
land... but  you  were  more  powerful.  You  are  the  essence  of  Time  for  cookie’s  sake! 
How  could  you  listen  to  her?  Why  did  you  forsake  me?”  A tear  ran  down  the  man’s 
pale  cheek.  The  presence  of  the  salty  drop  surprised  him.  He  was  so  different  now, 
he  realized.  Yet,  he  did  not  know  the  half  of  it. 

If  he  could  have  seen  his  reflection,  he  would  have  been  shocked.  He  was 
thin,  thinner  than  thin  now.  His  once  jovial  face  was  gaunt  and  pale.  His  tea-colored 
eyes  were  dark  and  dull;  their  sparkle  and  laughter  gone.  His  hair  which  had  once 
curled  marvelously  around  his  dear,  beloved  hat,  was  dirty,  dull,  and  hung  limply 
around  his  face.  His  head  was  shamefully  hatless,  and  he  was  no  longer  adorned 
in  the  bright  suit  of  teatime.  Under  the  once-white  uniform  of  the  asylum  were 
scars  from  That  Last  Tea.  The  scars  were  the  only  thing  he  had  left  of  his  own 
world,  jagged  reminders  of  where  shards  of  broken  glass,  rebounding  knives  and 
forks,  and  his  own  fingernails  had  burrowed  into  his  skin.  He  shivered,  realizing 
what  a dark  memory  his  last  one  was.  How  far  he  had  fallen!  He  blinked,  a thought 
occurring  to  him.  Fallen.  Fall  in.  Falling.  To  fall.  Ah,  yes.  That  was  what  he  was 
doing. 

The  man  stood  and  walked  to  the  ledge  again.  He  looked  down  at  the  city. 
London.  So  quiet  from  up  here.  So  beautiful;  the  whole  city  sleeping;  windows 
sparkling  like  tiny  jewels  set  in  the  long  rows  of  dark  stone.  The  lampposts  shone 
onto  the  wet  streets,  making  them  glow,  outlining  the  layout  of  the  city.  It  all  seemed 
so  beautiful  from  up  here.  So  peaceful.  Such  a perfect  place  for  it  all  to  end.  On  the 
edge  of  time,  overlooking  such  a vast  treasure  chest.  He  glanced  behind  him  again. 
He  sighed.  Tick-tock.  Only  eight  minutes  left.  He  rolled  his  eyes  impatiently.  What 
difference  did  a few  minutes  make?  Did  he  want  to  wait  that  long  just  for  the  poetic 
justice  of  dying  with  the  last  stroke  of  midnight? 

“You  know,  if  you  truly  cared,  you’d  stop  that  clock  from  chiming  at  all.  Then 
I would  know,”  he  muttered.  He  looked  down  again.  Poetry.  He  had  so  little  use  for 
it.  It  was  high  time  he  ended  this  nightmare. 

“Goodbye,  old  friend...” 

“Stop!  Please  wait!”  A clear  voice  filled  with  blueberry  scones  and  sunny 
afternoons  rang  out,  interrupting  his  dark,  damp,  blustery  night.  (For  it  had  to  be 
a damp  bluster...)  The  man  turned  around,  shock  written  all  over  his  face.  Tier. 

She  who  forgot  him.  How  beautiful,  how  grown  she  was,  this  lovely  young  woman 
standing  on  the  edge  with  him,  her  long  blonde  hair  whipping  around  her  pale, 
frightened  face.  She  clutched  a large  top  hat  to  her  chest,  though  he  didn’t  notice 
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this;  only  her  lovely,  once-familiar  face,  growing  larger  as  she  approached  him. 

“Ah,  my  sugar-lump,  you’ve  come  to  see  me  off  then?  Quite  lovely,  quite 
lovely.  Almost  time  now,  I should  think.  Well,  you  know,  I should  think,  but  I don’t 
quite,”  he  said  to  her,  tilting  his  head  thoughtfully.  He  smiled  to  himself.  Most  people 
would  be  frightened  by  the  look  upon  the  man’s  face,  let  alone  his  strange  words. 
Yet  the  young  woman  just  frowned,  worry  knitting  her  eyebrows  together. 

“Please  don’t  do  this,”  she  said,  quite  seriously,  “You  can’t.” 

He  laughed;  the  action  hurt  his  chest.  Ah,  how  they  used  to  all  laugh 
together.  To  laugh  and  to  sing  and  to  tell  stories  and  riddles... sweet  nostalgia. 

“But  I can!  Oh,  it’s  so  easy!  Things  run  quite  straight  here.  I fancy  if  I jump,  I 
will  indeed  fall.  The  rules  are  all....ru/es  here,  my  dear.  Where  I come  from,  things  like 
gravity  were  only  a suggestion,  you  know,”  he  informed  her,  “You  just  had  to  know 
what  to  do  with  them.” 

“But  why  do  you  have  to  fall?”  she  asked,  taking  a step  toward  him, 
carefully.  Ever  so  carefully.  She  was  always  such  a proper  young  thing.  He  had 
always  known  she  was  of  the  finest  upbringing,  even  if  her  hair  was  atrocious.  The 
smile  faded  as  he  considered  her  question,  the  light  that  had  been  shining  from  his 
eyes  darkened  once  more. 

“Why?  Because  I’ve  no  other  direction  to  go,  my  dear,”  he  said  solemnly, 
clearly,  “I’ve  been  every  other  direction  I can  find.  And  I...I  can't  get  home.  I can’t 
get  home,  I can't  seem  to  explain  to  anyone  where  home  is.  No  one  believes  me. 
And  you,  you,  the  one  person  who  knows  what  I am,  who  I am.... you  can’t  even 
remember  me.” 

Here  he  stopped,  choking  on  a sudden  sob,  “But  you  were  so  young  then... 
it’s  no  wonder.  I’m  only  a left-over  bedtime  fairytale  for  you.”  He  bowed  his  head, 
crying  quietly  to  himself  for  a moment.  She  took  another  cautious  step  toward  him; 
drew  a breath  to  speak.  But  his  head  snapped  back  up,  his  eyes  suddenly  dry. 

“So  why,  my  darling  little  scone?  Because  it  is  the  only  direction  left.  I’ve  no 
one,  and  nothing  and-”  He  looked  at  her  suddenly.  “Why  have  you  come?” 

She  took  a deep  breath,  and  held  out  the  top  hat  to  him. 

“Here.  I stole  this.  For  you.”  She  said.  “I  had  to  give  it  back  and. ..and  I had 
to  stop  you.” 

He  reached  toward  her  slowly,  timidly,  and  took  the  hat  from  her  slender 
fingers.  He  inspected  it  curiously.  Could  it  truly  be...? 

“M-my  hat...”  he  whispered,  “But  they  took  it  away.  How  did  you  get  it?” 

“It  was  in  their  garbage,”  she  said  simply.  “You  need  it.  It’s  yours.” 

He  looked  up  at  her  curiously,  “But  how  did  you  know  to  find  it?” 

She  smiled  at  him,  though  her  eyes  remained  sad.  Concerned. 

“Why  is  a raven  like  a writing  desk?”  she  asked  in  return.  His  brow  furrowed 
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as  he  thought  about  the  riddle  for  a moment,  seeking  an  answer.  Suddenly,  he 
blinked  at  her,  his  eyes  wide.  His  heart  stopped  in  his  chest. 

“You  remember,”  he  breathed. 

She  nodded. 

“Everything?” 

“Everything,”  she  replied.  She  reached  out  to  touch  his  hand,  “What 
happened  to  you?  You  seem  so  different  than  I remember.” 

“Do  you  remember  why  we  were  at  tea?”  he  asked  her. 

“You  had  a quarrel  with  time,”  she  replied  obediently.  She  felt  seven  years 
old  again  saying  such  things,  but  he  nodded  enthusiastically. 

“Yes!  Very  good,”  he  praised,  “We  quarreled.  And  Time  forgot  about  us. 

Left  us.  The  tea  ran  out,  the  cakes  grew  stale,  my  comrades  fell  asleep.  And  I called 
him  out.  I called  Time  out.  He  restarted  it  all,  and  the  tea  began  again.  I wouldn’t 
have  it.  I couldn’t.  It  wasn’t  right.  So  he  banished  me.  Cast  me  from  my  home.  And 
I—”  He  stopped,  then  he  slowly  sat  on  the  edge  of  the  ledge,  letting  his  feet  hang 
over  the  edge.  She  sat  next  to  him  cautiously,  trying  very  hard  not  to  look  down  at 
the  streets  below.  The  ragged  man  continued  his  explanation. 

“I  went  mad.  There,  everything  all  made  sense.  They  called  me  Mad.  They 
even  made  it  part  of  my  name.  Oh,  but  I was  sane  then.  Now,  yes,  now  I’m  mad,” 
he  confessed.  She  looked  at  him  curiously.  When  she  had  visited  him  as  a little  girl, 
he  had  been  rambunctious  and  full  of  energy.  He  had  sung  songs  and  told  jokes 
and  done  all  the  silliest  things.  She  had  been  frightened  of  him  and  enthralled.  His 
humor  had  pleased  her  seven-year-old  self,  though  his  questions  had  confused  her 
dreadfully.  He  was  calm  and  quiet  now,  his  voice  steady  and  sad.  This  confused  her 
more  than  any  of  his  strange  riddles  ever  had. 

“But  what  do  you  mean?  You  seem  far  more  solemn  now,”  she  pointed  out. 
He  smiled  bitterly. 

“You  think  so?  You  think  this  is  sanity?”  he  asked  darkly.  “Oh,  everyone 
does.  They  all  thought  I was  mad  because  I used  to  laugh.  How  we  laughed.  I 
remember  laughing  so  hard  I would  cry,  and  then  laugh  some  more.  What  no  one 
ever  understood,  not  even  my  dearest  friends,  was  that  I only  laughed  to  keep  from 
going  mad.  As  long  as  I’m  laughing,  everything  is  all  right.  When  there  is  no  more 
laughter...”  he  trailed  off,  staring  down  at  the  city  again. 

“I  don’t  understand,”  the  young  woman  said,  tucking  a strand  of  hair  behind 
her  ear.  He  looked  at  her,  and  she  was  shocked  at  the  intensity  behind  his  eyes. 
Suddenly,  she  felt  as  though  she  could  see  the  entirety  of  the  cosmos  within  those 
brown-green  depths.  She  had  the  uncanny  feeling  that  she  was  seeing  eternity. 

“I’ve  seen  Time.  I was  to  be  the  apprentice  to  Time.  I had  the  imagination 
for  it,  he  said.  I had  the  potential.  Not  many  humans  can  have  that,  you  know.  I 
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had — God — I’ve  seen  Time,  my  little  teaspoon.  I’ve  seen  Time.  I’ve  seen  eternity 
stretched  out  before  me  on  a little  speck  of  dust.  I’ve  seen... I’ve  crossed  from  reality 
and  back  again  and  I know — it’s  all  in  here,”  he  tapped  his  head,  “All  of  it.  And  I 
can’t  forget,  no  matter  how  hard  I try.  I know.  And  I know  where  I belong.  It’s  not 
here.  God,  it’s  not  here.  Here  they  don’t  even  let  me  laugh.  They  lock  me  up,  put 
me  in  this. ..this  wrap-jacket  and  put  me  in  a tiny  room  and  call  me  ill.  Here  things 
are  grey  and  solemn  and  so  quiet,  I can’t  even  stand  it!  Let  me  go  back.  I just  want 
to  go  home,  Alice.  Let  me  go  home.”  He  sighed;  the  most  unhappy  sigh  she  had 
ever  heard.  Without  warning,  he  leaned  over  and  wrapped  his  arms  tightly  around 
her  waist.  She  let  out  a gasp  of  surprise,  and  made  to  protest,  but  he  spoke, 
stopping  her. 

“And  I thought  of  you,”  he  murmured  into  her  dress,  “I  was  all  alone,  and  I 
thought  of  the  little  girl  who  had  come  to  visit  me  some  day.  And  I thought  of  you, 
and  I dreamt  of  you,  and  I wished  with  all  my  heart  that  you  would  come  back,  and 
that  I would  be  just  fine  living  that  same  hour  over  and  over  again  if  only  you  would 
come  and  share  it  with  me.  You  have  potential,  too.” 

She  carefully  put  a hand  atop  his  head  and  gently  stroked  his  hair,  as  one 
would  comfort  a child.  She  did  not  know  what  else  to  do. 

“Do  you  remember  that  day?  Do  you?”  He  sat  up  again,  looking  straight  into 
her  face,  his  eyebrow  quirked  curiously.  She  nodded. 

“I  do,”  she  said  quietly,  “I  thought  it  was  the  stupidest  tea  party  I’d  ever  been 
to.” 

“And  I thought  you  were  the  stupidest  girl  I’d  ever  seen,”  he  replied  matter- 
of-factly.  She  looked  at  him  sharply,  feeling  quite  insulted,  but  his  expression 
stopped  her  from  making  a retort.  His  face  held  a dreamy  half-smile,  as  he 
remembered  that  sunny  afternoon. 

“It  was  such  a long  time  ago,”  she  remarked,  watching  him.  He  frowned. 

“Oh,  of  course  it  was.  And  then  you  left.  Inexplicably.  And  l....and  I never....” 
He  looked  down,  then  at  her,  “And  you  forgot  about  me.  I thought  of  you  every  day 
and  you  forgot  about  me.” 

“I  did.”  She  looked  down  at  her  hands.  His  face  brightened  at  her  remorse. 

“Ah!  You  do  care  then,  don’t  you?”  he  crowed.  He  stood  and  began  to 
dance  about  to  some  unseen  tune,  as  cheerful  and  as  energetic  as  the  day  they’d 
met.  She  stood  and  watched  him,  a smile  upon  her  face. 

“So  you’ll  stay  then?”  she  asked,  hope  behind  her  blue  eyes.  “For  me?” 

“Oh,  but  you  do  hate  to  see  me  go,”  he  said,  mocking  her  with  a smirk,  “No, 
no,  listen  my  dear.” 

And  he  began  to  sing  her  a song.  The  song  was,  regrettably,  all  in  French, 
with  a chorus  in  what  seemed  to  be  Finnish  or  possibly  Japanese,  but  if  one  took 
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the  pains  to  translate  it  and  rearrange  the  vowels  into  the  proper  order  from  first  to 
finish,  one  would  find  that  he  was  singing  a ballad  of  a forever  young  man.  It  was 
his  own  tale,  written  by  someone  he’d  never  met  on  a journey  long  ago.  She  did  not 
understand  a single  word  of  the  song,  but  simply  watched  him  dance  around  her;  a 
dizzy,  tripping,  skipping  sort  of  dance.  It  was  a wonder,  she  thought,  that  he  didn’t 
fall  off  the  ledge.  But  he  continued  in  his  dance,  and  though  he  seemed  quite  merry, 
quite  how  he  was  before,  she  saw  the  eternal  darkness  behind  his  eyes  remained. 
She  wondered  if  it  had  been  there  when  she  was  a child,  but  found  she  could  not 
remember. 

Suddenly,  the  enormous  clock  began  to  play  its  song.  He  spun  to  a stop  in 
front  of  her  and  began  to  laugh  darkly,  turning  to  look  up  at  the  face  of  the  clock. 
“What  is  it?”  she  asked,  quite  confused.  He  turned  to  her  and  reached  out  one 
long,  slender  hand,  touching  her  cheek  with  his  cold  fingers.  He  choked  back  a 
great  sob  as  he  reached  further  to  pull  her  face  close  to  his  own.  She  found  he 
smelled  surprisingly  like  peppermint  tea.  He  looked  into  her  eyes  as  tears  fell  from 
his  own.  He  stroked  her  cheek  with  his  thumb;  his  hand  shook. 

“Oh,  my  dear.  You  foolish  little  girl.  Alice,”  he  whispered,  “It's  my  unbirth- 
day.” 

As  the  song  ended  and  the  clock  chimed  its  first,  he  took  a great  dive  from 
the  tower,  plunking  his  hat  onto  his  head  as  he  did  so.  The  chime  of  the  clock 
drowned  out  Alice’s  scream.  As  the  madman  fell,  it  seemed  to  him  that  he  fell 
quite  slowly.  Or  perhaps  he  was  simply  thinking  rather  quickly,  for  several  thoughts 
passed  through  his  head  before  he  reached  the  bottom: 

This  is  simply  lovely... so  peaceful,  the  ground  rushing  toward  me,  knowing  I 
shall  hit  it.  I wonder  what  I shall  look  like  to  passer-by?  I wonder  if  I shouldn’t  close 
my  eyes  so  as  not  to  watch  my  own  descent.  I believe  that  is  the  proper  etiquette. 

I think  I shall  try  it.  Ah,  yes.  That’s  far  better.  What  is  that  sound?  Is  that  Alice?  I do 
feel  quite  bad  about  leaving  her  there  all  alone.  Ah,  well. 

Listen  to  that  clock  chime!  Four.....  five you  didn’t  stop  it,  did  you?  Seven. 

I didn’t  think  you  would.  You  never  cared  about  me.  You  called  me  you  apprentice. 
You  called  me  your  own  son.  You  said  you  had  never  seen  anyone  like  me.  Why 
did  you  abandon  me?  Look  at  me  now,  my  Master,  my  Father.  Look  at  what  I’ve 
become.  Look  at  me  now. 

Tears  floated  upward  to  meet  Alice's  tears  floating  down. 

Yes.  Goodbye  my  dear  Alice.  Goodbye  my  dear  old  friends,  whatever  you 
may  be  doing.  Goodbye  tea  and  cakes  and  writing  desks  and  World.  It  has  been 
a wonderful  party,  but  I’m  afraid  it  is  high  time  I left.  Oh,  Time.  Ah,  the  final  count- 
down: Ten.  Eleven.  Twelve.  Thirteen. 

His  eyes  opened  wide.  A smile  spread  across  his  face  as  bright  as 
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afternoon  tea,  and  all  the  weight  that  had  been  pressing  down  upon  his  heart  lifted, 
leaving  him  free  at  long  last  as  the  clock  struck  thirteen.  A final  thought  formed  his 
hatted  head,  a thought  that  rang  out  like  the  grandest  of  songs.  It  sang  through 
his  mind,  laughter  bursting  from  him  though  he  was  mere  inches  from  the  solid 
pavement- 

He  cares. 
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The  Bridges  He  Burned 

By  Kristaminique  McDonald 


“There  is  a thing  about  fire.  It  is  brilliant  and  unchanging,  cruel  and  abusive, 
the  power  of  mankind  above  his  animal  brethren.  Yet,  even  in  that  power,  Man  has 
little  control  of  his  tool.  No  matter  what  way  Man  may  manipulate  the  flame,  one 
truth  remains  constant:  Fire  always  burns.” 

~ Annals  of  The  Remnant,  Vol.  1 

Romulus  Aidan  Troy  loves  the  sun.  He  loves  to  watch  it  rise  and  set,  to 
take  in  the  brilliant  way  in  which  its  flames  dance  across  the  sky.  Every  morning  he 
wakes  up,  and  after  sliding  his  feet  onto  the  cold  cement  floor,  he  stands  next  to 
the  window  and  watches  the  blue  night  catch  fire.  It’s  been  fifteen  years  since  he  lit 
the  fire  that  burned  away  the  ashes  of  the  former  world,  and  yet,  after  fifteen  years 
as  a Burner,  as  the  Burner,  no  fire  is  ever  more  glorious  than  the  sun.  Every  morning 
when  Romulus  wakes  up,  he  stands  in  front  of  his  window,  and  reminds  himself  of 
the  power  of  a single  spark. 

Today  is  a unique  day.  While  it  is  his  custom  to  wake  prior  to  the  rising  of 
the  sun,  Romulus  has  not  paused  to  await  the  lighting  of  his  most  favored  torch. 

No,  today  is  a solemn  day  of  purpose  and  as  he  looks  out  into  the  darkness  of  his 
chambers,  Romulus  recalls  the  day  of  what  has  since  been  called  the  First  Burning. 

In  those  days,  The  Remnant  had  been  exactly  what  its  name  suggested, 
a small  contingent  of  only  four  thousand  members  with  an  idea  and  a brilliant 
young  pyromaniac  behind  it.  The  Confederacy  of  Republics,  as  the  world  govern- 
ment had  been  known  then,  had  grown  corrupt.  Its  claims  of  democracy  had  fallen 
beneath  the  weight  of  the  bureaucracy  that  controlled  politicians  since  the  dawn  of 
democracy  itself.  The  laws  were  ineffective,  and  crime  rates  in  all  the  major  capital 
cities  were  beyond  saving.  The  economy  had  been  in  the  worst  position  the  world 
had  seen,  more  desperate  than  the  Depression  of  the  1930’s.  The  time  had  been 
perfect  for  a major  offensive  against  the  Confederacy.  Thus,  the  Remnant  had  been 
born  with  young  Romulus  at  its  head. 

As  Romulus  waves  his  hand  to  activate  the  lights  in  his  bathroom,  his 
thoughts  are  dancing  among  that  fateful  Thursday  on  which  a phoenix  rose  up 
from  the  ashes.  Prometheus,  his  soldiers  had  called  him,  the  god  who  had  brought 
fire  down  to  man.  At  0100  that  morning,  Romulus  had  gathered  the  entirety  of  the 
Remnant  to  outer  edges  of  New  York  City,  capital  of  the  world.  Connected  to  the 
rest  of  the  Republic  of  North  America  by  an  extensive  network  of  bridges  and  tun- 
nels, NYC  had  been  a thriving  city.  Naturally,  it  was  the  city  he  had  chosen  to  begin 
his  coup.  In  teams  made  up  of  pairs,  Romulus  and  his  warriors  had  swept  into  the 

46 


city,  each  team  finding  one  of  the  city's  bridges  and  tunnels.  Their  orders:  “Search 
and  Destroy.” 

It  was  really  a masterful  plan  to  introduce  his  tyranny  upon  the  world.  Every 
sector  of  the  city  would  be  separated  both  from  itself  and  the  rest  of  the  world  in  a 
catastrophe  so  enormous  and  terrifying  that  the  entire  world  would  fall  silent.  The 
plan  was  to  perform  an  act  of  terrorism  so  audacious  that  it  would  make  the  Patriot 
Day  attacks  of  2001  look  like  child’s  play.  More  lives  would  be  ended  in  a single 
day  than  the  attacks  at  Hiroshima  and  Nagasaki  combined.  Watches  synchronized 
perfectly,  the  teams  of  two  had  slipped  into  the  city  and  found  their  targets  with 
ease.  Under  the  cover  of  darkness,  they  laced  the  bridges  and  tunnels  with  enough 
explosives  and  flammable  liquids  to  ignite  the  entire  city  in  a moment. 

At  exactly  0658  hrs,  the  exact  moment  at  which  the  sun  would  break  into 
the  darkness  of  night,  Romulus  and  his  soldiers  struck  their  blue  stick  matches  and 
set  the  world  aflame. 

Fifteen  years  later,  Romulus  still  carries  that  same  box  of  blue  stick  matches. 
Only  one  remains. 

He  quickly  showers  and  dresses,  preparing  himself  for  what  will  be  the  most 
memorable  burning  of  his  life.  The  crisp  white  uniform  he  has  worn  since  the  First 
Burning  slides  onto  his  still  fit  body  with  ease.  The  patch  on  his  chest  pocket  bears 
the  emblem  of  a phoenix  rising  from  a roaring  flame  held  in  the  hand  of  a god.  As 
he  looks  at  it,  he  knows  that  he  is  all  those  things  locked  in  human  form. 

He  is  the  phoenix,  a man  changed  by  every  fire  he  has  ever  burned.  He  is 
the  flame,  altering  the  world  around  him  with  every  thought,  every  whim.  Most  im- 
portantly, he  is  the  god  Prometheus,  the  only  man  with  the  power  to  take  back  the 
torch. 

Once  he  is  fully  dressed,  he  turns  off  the  lights  in  his  chambers  and  walks 
out.  As  he  walks  down  the  quiet,  empty  hallways  of  the  military  barracks  in  which 
he  lives,  he  finds  himself  thinking  of  the  drastic  changes  his  life  has  gone  through 
during  the  last  fifteen  years. 

Within  days  of  the  First  Burnings,  reports  had  come  on  all  news  channels 
that  droves  of  Confederacy  citizens  were  defecting  en  masse  to  the  Remnant.  The 
people  had  been  tired  of  the  government’s  bureaucracy.  The  fires  of  the  Remnant 
had  drawn  them,  and  they  had  come  without  repentance.  A year  after  the  First 
Burnings,  the  Confederacy  crumbled  under  the  weight  of  sustaining  itself  while 
fighting  a guerrilla  war  with  the  Remnant’s  secret  forces.  In  truth,  Romulus  had 
cultivated  the  secrecy  as  their  greatest  weapon.  He  had  drilled  the  duality  of  be- 
ing normal  citizens  and  nameless  killers  into  his  soldiers.  The  Remnant  had  been  a 
faceless  unnumbered  quantity  of  men,  inhuman  and  unreal  in  its  believed  enormity, 
but  swift  in  its  retribution.  “It’s  hard  to  destroy  what  you  cannot  see.”  Romulus  had 
told  his  men  this  countless  times,  and  the  easy  takeover  had  been  the  greatest 
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proof. 

With  the  new  year,  the  Remnant  had  revealed  its  face  and  had  watched  as 
the  world  welcomed  a new  world  order.  With  Romulus  at  its  head,  the  world  re- 
gained something  it  had  lost  all  knowledge  of:  the  dictator.  Romulus  had  only  been 
a soldier  then,  a simple  warrior  with  the  highest  position  of  power  a man  could 
achieve. 

Looking  back  on  it  now,  Romulus  knows  that  time  has  only  strengthened 
his  knowledge  of  the  world.  He  knows  that  each  lesson  has  been  learned  as  each 
of  the  matches  in  his  box  has  gone  up  in  flames. 

He  finds  his  way  through  the  winding  halls  of  the  barracks,  walking  slowly 
from  the  exit  into  the  garden  beyond.  The  smell  of  the  morning  dew  fills  the  air  as 
he  moves.  A cool  breeze  drifts  through,  signifying  a beautiful  day.  The  predawn  hour 
is  quiet,  and  it  is  almost  as  if  the  world  is  waiting  with  bated  breath  for  something 
to  happen,  as  if  the  world  is  waiting  for  Romulus  to  make  a move.  It  reminds  him  of 
the  Sky  Burnings  just  nine  years  ago. 

A rebellion  had  sprung  up  in  various  corners  of  the  planet,  a mere  six  years 
after  the  first  bridges  were  burned.  The  leftovers  of  the  Confederacy  had  finally 
joined  together  to  take  their  final  stand  against  Romulus  and  his  warriors.  In  a bold 
move,  they  had  sent  a message  directly  to  Romulus  himself.  Their  threat?  That 
they  would  siege  the  newly  built  Sky  Cities  of  Hong  Kong,  China  and  Holy  Cross, 
Alaska.  Each  city  was  tethered  to  the  ground  below  by  six  elevated  bridges.  It  was 
the  policy  of  the  Remnant  that  negotiation  with  terrorists  simply  did  not  occur,  as 
Romulus  had  built  an  army  that  was  capable  of  doing  more  to  its  own  citizens  than 
any  rebellion  could  attempt.  Up  until  that  point,  he  had  seen  no  reason  to  express 
that  power,  but  with  the  threat  against  his  new  creation,  Romulus  had  decided  to 
show  the  world  where  the  power  really  lay.  He’d  given  speech  after  speech  ad- 
dressing his  subjects. 

“A  fire  cannot  exist  without  all  of  the  proper  elements  in  place.  It  needs  heat, 
oxygen,  and  fuel.” 

The  rebels  had  given  Romulus  exactly  what  he'd  needed  to  cement  the 
power  he  had  over  the  world.  Thus,  his  response  had  been  no  less  audacious  than 
the  attacks  that  created  his  rule.  A small  contingent  of  twenty-four  Burners  was 
dispatched,  twelve  men  to  each  city,  and  Romulus  himself  had  been  among  them. 
The  setup  was  the  same  as  it  had  always  been:  no  names,  no  faces.  It  was  car- 
ried out  like  every  operation  before  it,  under  the  cover  of  darkness.  In  teams  of  two, 
each  bridge  was  laced  with  the  familiar  materials  - explosives  and  flammable  liquids 
adorning  the  beautiful  new  structures.  Watches  were  synchronized  perfectly  to  the 
Dawn  Hour:  0658.  When  the  time  came,  the  blue  stick  matches  were  lit  and  the 
bridges  were  burned.  The  rebellion  went  up  in  a cloud  of  roaring  flames. 
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Romulus  remembers  the  day  with  relish.  He  knows  it  as  the  beginning  of  the 
end  of  his  beautiful  Burners.  After  such  a strong  show  of  force,  attacks  against  the 
Remnant  would  slowly  die  out,  and  with  them  so  would  the  Burners. 

Of  the  original  four  thousand,  only  Romulus,  their  mastermind,  their  king, 
their  god  Prometheus,  remains. 

Before  him,  in  the  garden  he  has  so  lovingly  tended  for  the  last  fifteen  years, 
stands  a monument  to  the  legacy  he  has  created.  A bridge,  protected  by  from  the 
elements  by  a thick  cloth,  looms  in  the  dim  morning  light.  He  carefully  removes  the 
cloth,  and  lets  his  fingers  gently  caress  the  materials  he  has  toiled  with  for  so  long. 
Romulus  has  built  this  bridge  himself,  from  restored  pieces  of  all  the  bridges  he  has 
ever  burned.  It  has  risen  from  the  ground,  much  like  Romulus  himself,  a phoenix 
from  the  ashes.  The  design  elements  are  inspired  by  every  bridge  in  his  memory, 
homage  to  every  bridge  that  he  has  ever  burned.  Curiously,  it  stands  alone  in  the 
center  of  the  garden  with  no  connection  to  anything  except  the  past.  Smiling  sadly 
to  himself,  Romulus  takes  one  look  up  at  the  sky,  and  climbs  upon  the  structure.  It 
trembles  under  his  weight,  barely  strong  enough  to  hold  one  man. 

His  hand  slips  into  his  pocket,  and  pulls  out  the  box  of  blue  stick  matches 
that  have  been  there  for  most  of  his  life.  The  box  is  opened  with  reverence,  and  he 
removes  the  only  remaining  match.  Laying  himself  down  upon  the  bridge,  Romulus 
takes  one  last  look  at  his  watch.  The  digits  read  0658,  Dawn  Hour.  He  looks  up  at 
the  sky  and  lights  the  match.  The  flame  is  held  up  before  its  predecessor,  a small 
child  reaching  for  its  father.  In  the  silence,  under  the  cover  of  darkness,  Romulus 
drops  the  match. 

The  bridge  springs  to  life  with  a roar.  The  sun  breaks  the  horizon  with 
tongues  of  fire  and  watches  as  he  burns.  Though  the  world  around  him  is  awaken- 
ing, Romulus  Aidan  Troy  lets  himself  fall  asleep,  his  soul  dancing  in  the  flames. 

“ The  world  will  rise  from  my  ashes  and  be  born  anew,  ready  for  the  peace 
I have  long  desired.’  Those  were  the  last  words  of  Romulus  Troy,  the  man  the  world 
knew  as  the  Second  Prometheus.  His  death  was  the  catalyst  of  change  in  the 
government,  and  when  an  uprising  broke  out  days  later,  the  citizens  fought  valiantly. 
After  that,  there  was  no  more  war,  only  life,  only  peace,  just  as  Romulus  had  prom- 
ised.” 

~ Annals  of  the  Remnant,  Vol.  1 
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Fig  Brazened 

By  Toree  Bedsworth 


The  trees  were  never  something  that  I regretted  having  to  visit.  I greatly 
enjoyed  the  earth’s  offspring,  the  very  things  that  flow  with  the  way  all  nature  is  to 
be.  It  was  renewal  to  my  blood — it  made  me  feel  closer  to  home,  even  though  we 
never  had  trees  like  that  where  I was  raised.  My  mother  had  always  told  me  never 
to  fear  departing  the  land  that  had  given  us  life.  No  matter  where  I go,  she  said,  I 
should  always  be  at  peace  because  nature  does  not  end  at  the  boundaries  of  the 
place  we  inhabit.  It  stretched  far  and  deep.  Those  branches  were  part  of  my  new 
home,  and  yet  part  of  my  old  heritage,  even  merely  for  the  sake  that  they  were 
birthed  by  Earth  herself.  I had  served  the  same  man  for  the  last  three  years  of  my 
eleven  summer  life  span.  I hated  the  winter  months,  for  my  kind  and  I always  got 
thrown  into  house  duties,  a chore  that  seemed  unfair  for  many  reasons,  but  mainly 
because  it  made  me  feel  more  distant  from  my  recent  past. 

Clayton  was  a rugged,  stern  Mexican  man  who  was  a supporter  of  the 
American  ideals,  stationed  outside  Fort  Chadborne,  Texas.  Four  years  in  the  past  he 
went  up  to  the  mountains  that  whites  called  the  “Rockies”  to  try  his  turn  in  trapping 
instead  of  farming,  worried  that  the  war  brewing  between  the  northern  whites  and 
the  southern  whites  would  take  a toll  on  his  business.  Turns  out  he  didn’t  find  what 
he  intended  to  in  trapping,  but  what  he  did  find  was  me.  I had  been  in  the  hands 
of  a grubby  sort  of  Native  ever  since  my  tribe — my  mother  and  brother  included — 
was  ravaged  by  the  pox  disease  when  I was  seven.  That  devastation  had  left  me 
heartbroken,  so  when  I was  picked  up  by  the  rough  raider  and  forced  into  servitude 
I did  not  fight  it.  I let  the  world  continue  to  sully  me  in  the  best  way  it  knew  how.  I 
had  a gentle  spirit  and  became  useless  to  the  raider,  which  made  it  easy  for  him  to 
sell  me  off  to  Clayton  the  moment  the  man  turned  his  eye  on  me.  Anything  could 
have  been  better  than  living  another  day  with  that  rough  raider,  so  I was  glad  to 
be  rid  of  him  after  a long  year.  My  guess  is  that  Clayton  picked  me  up  because  he 
knew  my  people  were  good  farmers,  able  to  separate  the  good  stuff  from  the  bad, 
and  he  must  have  thought  I’d  gain  him  something.  I wasn’t  the  only  native  that  my 
master  bought  on  his  way  home,  though — he  bought  five  other  people:  one  Navajo, 
two  Quechan,  and  two  Apache.  I was  the  only  Pueblo,  the  only  Hopi. 

You  would  think  that  I should  have  felt  very  alone  once  I arrived  in  Texas  with 
nothing  to  me  but  the  title  of  “slave”,  that  I would  only  have  disdain  for  the  life  that  I 
now  I had  to  live.  Yes,  I was  very  distraught  to  have  lost  my  family  and  my  heritage, 
to  have  left  behind  all  that  I loved.  I was,  however,  comforted  by  the  one  friend  I had 
gained:  a Navajo  girl,  who  was  (from  what  I could  guess)  a little  older  than  me,  and 
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had  been  given  the  Christian  name  of  Sarah  during  her  2 years  beneath  the  hands 
of  a white  widow,  who  fancied  the  “cleansing  of  the  Nation”.  She  taught  Sarah  a 
whole  lot  about  the  Christian  God,  and  the  white  ways — how  to  be  civilized.  The 
widow  died,  leaving  Sarah  to  her  nephew,  Clayton.  We  were  both  alone  in  the 
world,  it  seemed,  and  so  Sarah  and  I relied  on  each  other,  and  spoke  through  the 
familiar  sign  language  we  both  were  taught  in  our  tribes.  Although  we  both  knew 
our  peoples  had  a long  history  of  warring  against  one  another,  Sarah  and  I didn’t 
see  anything  impure  about  the  bond  we  had  created — it  was  the  only  thing  that 
got  us  both  through  the  winter  months  and  the  harsh  treatment  that  came  from 
Clayton’s  henchman,  Todd  Marley,  and  at  times  from  Clayton’s  wife.  My  friend  and 
I were  both  childishly  committed  to  surviving  servitude,  and  as  a result  were  utterly 
devoted  to  Clayton. 

That  never  seemed  to  matter  to  Marley,  though — he  always  found  a reason 
to  shove  us,  kick  us,  and  abuse  us  in  some  way.  Marley  seemed  to  hold  the  spirit  of 
a wounded  bear,  and  when  I tried  to  see  him  through  my  mother’s  eyes  I supposed 
I could  understand  why  he  was  always  wound  up;  the  man  was  the  bastard  son 
of  a white  woman  who  had  been  raped  by  one  of  her  black  slaves.  I’m  not  sure 
that  Marley  could  ever  live  down  how  others  viewed  him:  “half- American”,  which 
may  have  been  why  he  was  such  an  angry  person.  It  was  a fortunate  thing  that 
I was  protected  enough  from  him  that  he  didn’t  get  the  chance  to  do  more  than 
swipe  at  me.  Sarah  was  always  more  terrified  of  the  henchman  than  I was,  and  I 
soon  understood  her  reasoning  for  that  terror,  though  I will  never  be  able  to  seek 
redemption  of  what  occurred  during  my  last  summer  at  the  fig  ranch. 

As  I said,  Clayton  owned  a fig  fruit  farm  of  roughly  521  fig  trees.  He  loved 
the  fruit,  and  the  trees  he  had  were  well  developed  and  well  taken  care  of,  thanks 
to  me  and  my  fellow  slaves.  Now  we  never  saw  much  of  the  Mistress  of  the  ranch 
unless  it  was  when  the  weather  became  cold  and  the  trees  lay  sleeping.  I hated 
to  be  with  her  in  the  house,  mostly  because  she  treated  us  like  we  weren’t  good 
enough  to  be  around  her — she  was  always  holding  her  religious  beads  tight  in  her 
hands  and  constantly  “crossing”  herself  when  in  the  same  room  with  us.  Besides 
this,  there  were  times  that  I learned  some  things  about  white  living  and  the  Holy 
Jesus,  usually  when  I had  to  grind  corn  with  the  Mistress.  Sometimes  she  would 
act  like  I was  nonexistent,  but  other  times  she  would  sit  back  and  eat  dried  figs  as 
she  watched  us  slaves  work  and  Marley  chop  wood. 

“Jesus  ate  figs,”  she  said  once,  “It  says  so  in  the  Good  Book.  So  they  must 
be  a blessed  fruit  if  the  Lord  ate  ’em.” 

Marley  lifted  his  head,  whipping  sweat  from  his  brow,  and  spat,  “You’re 
talkin’  ‘bout  the  very  food  that  Jesus  cursed,  ma’am,  which  is  how  the  Bible  reads 
it.  I’d  say  for  that  reason  you’d  be  cursed  if  you  eat  'em.” 

At  this  statement,  the  Mistress  lifted  a large  piece  of  fig  to  her  mouth  and 
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ate  it  slowly,  so  as  to  get  Marley  all  red  in  the  face.  Sarah  and  I didn’t  appreciate  her 
antagonism — it  only  made  Marley  lash  out  more. 

Whereas  during  the  winter  months  we  were  expected  to  do  house  duties 
with  that  woman,  during  the  summer  we  were  each  given  a section  of  the  fig 
orchard  to  manage.  There  was  a split  of  about  20  trees  per  slave,  and  we  were 
to  work  day  in  and  day  out,  from  mid-June  to  the  end  of  the  summer,  harvesting 
the  trees.  All  the  other  Natives  complained  about  this;  I did  not.  There  was  rapture 
for  me  in  being  out  of  the  mistress’s  ever  watchful  gaze  and  the  thumping  blows 
thrown  from  Marley.  In  my  eleventh  summer,  the  middle  of  June  was  uniquely  hot 
and  the  days  awfully  long — but  I didn’t  mind  it,  especially  because  my  neighbor 
worker  that  summer  was  Sarah,  which  allowed  us  to  entertain  one  another 
somewhat  throughout  the  day.  I never  even  guessed  that  this  pleasure  for  the  trees 
would  change  as  quickly  as  a swipe  of  a hand  across  a sweaty  brow,  or  would  be 
as  jarring  as  the  feel  of  a naked  hand  suffering  the  sting  of  lye. 

The  day  that  will  forever  haunt  me  began  with  a fresh  sky,  filled  with  that 
normal  red  hot  sun,  which  seems  to  purify  all  the  weaknesses  the  earth  senses, 
and  had  caused  many  of  my  ancestors  to  worship  its  great  light.  I walked  through 
the  dawn  horizon  with  the  fig  sack  on  my  shoulder,  ready  to  receive  in  its  belly  the 
small,  maroon-ish  fruits  that  Clayton  adored  so  much.  The  trees  were  pretty  large, 
considering  the  age  of  the  farm.  Their  branches  outstretched,  yet  fell  deep  into 
the  trunk,  leaving  shadowy,  hollow  places  to  hide  its  seed.  The  feel  of  the  fig  in  my 
hand  was  a curious,  soothing  thing;  clutching  the  ripened  fruit  was  like  squeezing 
the  soft  palm  of  my  mother.  Although  I had  never  before  been  allowed  to  try  a fig 
from  the  plantation,  I knew  they  must  taste  delicious.  As  I went  throughout  my  first 
tree,  searching  for  the  figs  ready  to  be  taken,  I felt  a tap  on  my  shoulder.  I turned 
to  see  the  shiny  head  of  Sarah.  I looked  on  her  with  sadness,  for  just  the  other 
night  Marley  had  shaved  her  head  bare  of  her  dark  wavy  mane — the  Mistress 
said  Sarah  looked  to  have  white  eggs  in  her  hair,  a product  of  being  a “native 
to  the  indecencies  of  life”.  This  must  have  left  the  girl  feeling  tainted,  for  I know 
that  the  Way  of  her  people  says  a woman’s  hair  is  a precious  thing  and  must  be 
honored.  She  told  me,  after  Marley  took  his  coarse  knife  to  her  scalp,  that  when  her 
grandmother  was  alive  she  would  scrub  Sarah's  head  at  least  every  few  days,  to 
keep  it  healthy.  Ever  since  Sarah  had  been  with  Clayton  she  was  not  able  to  wash 
it,  but  my  friend  did  try  to  manage  it  the  best  she  could.  I could  see  the  tear  stains 
on  Sarah’s  cheeks  still,  though  she  smirked  at  me  now. 

“I’m  happy  that  I get  to  work  by  you  this  season,”  she  signed,  “It  makes  it 
more  bearable  in  the  sun.  I can  already  see  it’s  going  to  be  blistering...  Do  you  think 
that  Clayton  will  have  water  sent  to  us  for  today?” 

I knew  why  she  asked  the  question:  the  well  of  the  estate  had  started  to 
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dry  up  of  late,  so  Clayton  was  trying  to  preserve  the  water  he  had.  He  didn’t  want 
to  have  to  waste  it  on  slaves,  but  knew  that  on  especially  hot  days  we  couldn’t  go 
without  the  water. 

“It  depends,”  I replied,  “If  Clayton  plans  on  bringing  it  out  himself,  then  yes. 
But  if  he  ordered  Marley  to  give  it...” 

She  understood.  Marley  tended  to  “forget”  to  bring  the  necessity  to  us,  and 
instead  would  sleep  beneath  one  of  the  larger  fig  trees  that  were  a long  distance 
from  the  house.  Usually  every  morning  before  entering  the  orchard  I prayed  to  the 
spirits  of  my  ancestors  that  Clayton  would  give  us  water  to  drink  while  we  worked. 
That  day  I had  forgotten,  and  found  myself  dwelling  on  it,  blaming  myself  all  the 
more. 

By  the  fifth  hour  of  the  day,  I had  only  been  through  six  of  the  twenty  trees 
that  I was  to  harvest.  There  were  lots  to  pick,  and  some  were  in  places  where  I had 
to  push  myself  deep  inside  the  tree  to  get  them.  At  one  point,  I noticed  that  my 
friend  was  not  in  my  view.  I quickly  rushed  over  to  where  Sarah  had  been  working. 
When  I didn’t  see  her,  I became  afraid  that  she  had  fainted  from  the  heat.  I laughed 
when  she  popped  out  of  a thick  tree,  her  arms  filled  to  the  brim  with  figs.  She  had 
not  fainted,  but  was  merely  hidden  within  the  depths  of  the  tree  to  claim  the  fruit. 

“So  many!  I will  need  to  take  my  bag  back  to  the  house  to  dump  it  already!” 
she  signed  quickly  after  placing  the  figs  in  her  carrier. 

It  was  midday  as  we  both  plumped  back  to  the  fig  house,  which  was  at 
least  a half  mile  from  our  sections.  The  trees  were  spread  about  20  feet  apart,  but 
were  big  enough  to  provide  shade  for  us  as  we  traveled  through  them.  Once  we 
were  out  of  the  orchard,  the  sun  beat  down  on  us  like  a branding  poker,  literally 
making  us  feel  like  it  was  scarring  our  hides.  Once  we  reached  the  end  of  the  dirt 
trail  we  placed  our  full  bags  in  the  fig  house,  and  retrieved  for  ourselves  new  bags 
to  be  taken  out  and  stuffed.  Striding  towards  the  orchard  drearily,  Sarah  complained 
of  thirst.  I looked  around  to  see  if  Clayton  or  Marley  were  in  sight;  they  were  not, 
and  the  closest  water  trough  was  empty.  If  they  hadn’t  been  out  yet,  that  usually 
meant  they  wouldn’t  be  out  for  the  day — we  would  have  to  wait  till  sunset  for  rest 
and  water.  Trudging  the  half  mile  back  to  our  assigned  spots  was  very  demanding. 

I felt  the  strain  on  my  bones  from  working  so  hard  in  the  heat,  yet  I was  unable  to 
sweat  because  of  the  lack  of  water  within  me.  Sarah’s  dehydrated  dizziness  made 
her  collide  with  me  on  accident,  tripping  over  her  own  feet,  time  and  again.  The 
shade  of  the  trees  did  not  act  as  a welcoming  friend  now  -it  was  an  insulator  of  the 
acrid  air  surrounding  and  consuming  us.  By  the  time  we  reached  our  trees  I felt  I 
should  die,  and  would  have  been  slightly  glad  for  it;  to  be  with  my  loved  ones  on  the 
eternal  cliffs  of  my  ancestors  would  not  be  a sorrowful  thing,  but  for  Sarah’s  sake  I 
would  stay  alive.  I wouldn’t  leave  her  alone.  So  picking  we  went,  groping  through 
the  trees  in  search  for  fruits  worthy  of  harvester’s  salvation. 
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The  way  the  figs  lie  upon  the  branch  when  they  are  ready  to  be  picked  has 
intrigued  me  since  I first  saw  them.  Lank  and  mushy  the  fruit  drooped,  allowing  its 
deep  maroon  skin  to  puddle  around  its  fleshy  center  as  I handled  it  carefully  and 
pulled  it  from  its  original  position  in  life.  The  seed  of  the  tree  in  my  hand  felt  alive  to 
me,  felt  like  a being  with  liquid  life  in  its  veins — and  there  it  hit  me.  I looked  up  at 
Sarah  with  wide  eyes. 

Seeing  the  fig  taut  in  my  hand,  she  signaled,  “Be  careful — you’ll  bust  it — ” 

Too  late,  the  fig  crinkled  in  my  hand,  its  sinews  letting  forth  a yellowish 
liquid  that  dripped  from  my  palm.  I quickly  held  the  fruit  up  to  my  dried  out  mouth, 
soaking  in  the  sweet  flavor  of  the  fig  juice.  I sucked  that  fruit  dry,  not  forgetting  to 
thank  the  tree  for  its  generosity,  for  its  saving  grace. 

Sarah  shook  her  head,  “If  they  find  out  you  did  that — ” 

“How  will  they,  unless  you  tell  them?”  I signed  back.  The  closest  person  to  our 
section  was  one  of  the  Apaches,  and  he  was  three-quarters  of  a mile  south. 

“I  don’t  know,  but  it  makes  me  nervous,”  she  answered  back  hesitantly, 
looking  at  the  drained  fig  in  my  palm. 

“See  here,”  I explained,  “We  both  know  the  way  of  the  hills,  the  trees,  all 
life — these  trees  don’t  belong  to  them,  though  they  would  say  they  do... he  has 
thousands  of  figs  from  all  these  trees... how  would  he  ever  notice  that  he  is  missing 
a couple?” 

Sarah  knitted  her  brows  together,  causing  crease  lines  to  soar  through  her 
bald  head.  “They  won't  notice  that  they  are  missing,  but  they  might  notice  that  we 
don’t  look  as  thirsty  as  the  others — ” 

“Marley  doesn’t  notice  us  enough  for  that,”  I remarked. 

“Maybe  not  you,  but  he  watches  me  like  a vulture  watches  a starved 
rabbit — he  will  take  my  breath  clear  from  me  if  he  thinks  I stole — ” 

I shrugged  my  shoulders,  and  nodded,  showing  that  I understood  her 
concern.  Although  I was  not  afraid  of  death,  Sarah  was,  especially  at  the  hands  of 
Marley.  I debated  within  myself  what  my  friend  had  said.  Yet  the  taste  of  the  fruit  still 
lingered  upon  my  tongue,  and  I became  thirsty  just  thinking  about  it.  Sly  as  a fox, 

I picked  another  fig,  this  time  ripping  it  open  with  my  filthy  nail,  and  sucked  clean 
the  nectar.  I expected  Sarah  to  go  straight  back  to  her  labor,  but  she  didn’t.  She 
watched  me,  a torn  look  on  her  wide  face.  The  Navajo  was  parched,  if  not  more  so 
than  I.  Slowly,  she  turned  toward  the  large  tree  behind  her.  Sarah’s  eyes  moved  up 
and  down  the  length  of  one  branch  and  settled  on  a fat  fig  limply  hanging  against  its 
branch.  It  was  practically  begging  to  be  released  from  the  affliction  of  its  lynching. 

In  a swift  motion,  the  girl  plucked  it  firmly  from  the  tree  and  bit  into  it.  Juice  was  still 
running  down  her  face  from  the  devoured  fig  when  she  began  to  grab  for  a second 
one. 
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We  moved  swiftly  down  the  line  of  trees  now,  nipping,  nagging,  tagging  fig 
after  fig,  occasionally  eating  one,  and  sealing  a fate  we  didn’t  know  of.  The  sun 
was  beginning  to  dip  to  the  west  when  I was  suckling  my  seventh  fig  and  Sarah 
her  tenth.  Occasionally  we  looked  at  each  other  and  chuckled  at  our  own  devilish 
ways.  I reached  a large  tree  whose  roots  slumped  and  looped  out  of  the  ground. 

Its’  branches  sprung  forth  from  a cavernous  trunk,  its  figs  spilling  out  from  back  to 
front.  The  maroon  color  of  the  fruit,  matched  up  with  endless  leaves  and  branches, 
had  caused  the  twisted  tree  to  look  yawning  and  secretive.  I had  a respect  for  the 
tree,  and  gently  caressed  its  ripe  produce  off  of  its  arms.  Over  a few  minutes  time 
I had  sunk  deeper  and  deeper  into  the  branches,  looking  back  at  Sarah  smiling  at 
me. 

“I  can  hardly  even  see  you,”  her  squinting  face  seemed  to  say.  Continuing 
on  with  her  work,  she  moved  to  the  next  tree  up.  She  had  just  taken  a large  bite 
from  a voluptuous  fig  when  I saw  the  large,  threatening  figure  behind  her. 

Marley  threw  down  the  water  bucket  he  carried,  the  liquid  seeping  through 
the  soil  to  enrich  the  roots  beneath  it. 

“You  little  piece  of  Indian  trash!”  he  snarled,  as  he  stomped  towards  her.  Sarah 
jumped  and  shrieked  when  she  heard  his  thunderous  voice.  Throwing  herself  into 
the  tree,  she  tried  to  escape  his  hands.  To  no  avail — he  twisted  his  sturdy  fingers 
around  her  twiggy  arm  and  tossed  her  into  the  muddied  soil.  I wanted  to  move, 
to  go  to  her  aid,  like  the  warriors  of  my  heritage — but  I could  not  budge!  In  that 
moment  I understood  the  feeling  that  my  dead  brother  had  described  to  me,  the 
feeling  that  overcomes  you  when  the  trickster  seizes  your  every  limb  with  shock  and 
holds  you,  so  you  cannot  move.  Arms  flying  behind  him  in  fists,  the  henchman  gave 
a hard,  footed  blow — then  another — and  another.  Sarah  rolled  in  the  black  earth, 
clutching  herself. 

“Wretched,  filthy  animal,  you  gonna  pay  for — ” 

Before  he  finished,  Sarah  grabbed  the  heavy  water  bucket  and  tossed  it 
at  Marley's  head.  It  hit  him  square  in  the  jaw,  sending  him  to  his  knees.  My  friend 
weakly  tried  to  crawl  away,  but  her  tormentor  grabbed  her  ankle  and  wretched  her 
toward  himself.  He  looked  like  a wild  cat  about  to  eat  its  dinner.  Filth  soiled  Sarah 
as  Marley  sat  himself  on  her  and  began  to  punch.  She  sank  deeper  and  deeper 
into  the  Mother’s  embrace  as  the  man  spread  her  face  with  his  fists.  My  throat 
clenched,  my  face  grew  hot  and  wet,  and  I shook  as  she  let  her  face  collapse  in 
my  direction.  Before  she  could  make  any  motion  with  the  face  that  she  had  left, 
Marley  knocked  her  hard  into  the  ground.  The  dry  but  pristine  soil  that  surrounded 
the  beloved  trees  seeped  with  the  stain  of  Marley's  newly  made  disease.  Even  as  I 
asked  the  Great  Spirit  to  protect  me  from  Marley’s  eyes,  I trembled,  unable  to  take 
my  gaze  off  Sarah’s  leftovers. 

Getting  up  slowly,  huffing,  Marley  cursed  as  he  coursed  his  fingers  through 
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his  sweaty  hair.  I watched  him  intently  as  he  seemed  to  debate  within  himself  over 
what  to  do.  I had  not  realized  until  that  moment  that  a branch  was  uncomfortably 
poking  me  in  my  left  rib.  I wanted  to  adjust  myself,  so  troubling  was  the  pain, 
but  I was  too  fear-filled  to  move.  Marley  turned  around  sharply  and  looked  at  my 
tree.  I stopped  breathing  and  shuddered — did  he  see  me?  Apparently  he  didn’t, 
for  in  the  next  instant  he  moved  over  to  Sarah,  and  crouched  beside  her.  Swiftly, 
he  grabbed  both  of  her  arms  and  started  dragging  her  over  to  the  tree  that  I was 
within.  Noticing  a notch  in-between  the  twisting  roots,  Marley  shoved  Sarah’s  little 
body  beneath  the  tree.  It  was  so  dark  that  no  one  outside  the  branches  would  be 
able  to  perceive  her  dwelling  place.  Marley  stepped  back  to  look  over  her  grave.  It 
appeared  that  he  was  satisfied,  for  he  then  turned  and  began  to  kick  dry  dirt  and 
dust  over  the  blood  sodden  ground.  I wouldn’t  have  believed  it  to  be  possible,  but 
he  completely  hid  the  trauma  that  marked  the  area.  The  only  evidence  left  was  the 
empty  bucket,  which  he  picked  up  and  walked  away  with. 

The  sun  was  just  over  the  horizon,  creating  a massacre  of  colors,  when  I 
finally  released  myself  from  the  protective  branches.  As  my  feet  touched  the  damp 
earth,  I felt  a sickness  sweep  through  me,  as  if  I,  too,  could  feel  the  tainted  emotion 
which  the  Mother  ached  with.  I shared  the  infection  of  Sarah’s  death  as  I strode 
forward,  clutching  my  bag  that  was  only  half-way  filled  with  fruit.  I did  my  best  to 
skip  over  Sarah’s  blood,  her  memory  that  cried  out  from  the  dirt.  I looked  around 
me,  trying  to  decide  what  to  do.  Should  I tell  Clayton,  and  risk  not  being  believed 
and  being  punished  myself?  Or  do  I hide  the  pollution  that  would  haunt  this  blessed 
tree,  in  order  to  save  my  own  skin?  Was  not  my  heritage — the  Hopi  name,  “peaceful 
ones” — meant  to  bring  to  light  all  darkness?  I could  already  feel  the  intensity  of  the 
soil-inhaling  worms  that  would  come  for  the  hidden  Navajo — knew  that  it  would  rip 
the  soul  of  the  tree;  cause  its  roots  to  gall  and  its  fruit  to  rot.  It  wouldn’t  be  able  to 
receive  the  life-bearing  substances  it  needed.  It  would  pass  on,  an  ailing  thing.  My 
feet  padded  away,  not  leaving  the  soil  dry  of  tears  where  they  left  their  marks. 
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The  Apology  of  Billy  Waters 

By  Cory  Stuefer 


When  I was  in  the  fourth  grade,  I was  the  kind  of  kid  that  would  receive 
nothing  more  than  a passing  glance.  The  glasses  and  crusted  particles  in  the 
corners  of  my  mouth  were  the  sort  of  thing  that  made  one  unpopular,  as  you  can 
imagine.  For  the  spoiled  rich  kids  reading  this:  clothing  options  are  extremely  limited 
for  a poor  child,  probably  because  parents  are  uninterested  in  whether  or  not  their 
kid  is  the  most  fashionable  at  the  elementary  school.  This  is  why  poor  kids  feel  left 
out.  For  what  it’s  worth,  the  only  plausible  conclusion  for  why  I didn’t  have  friends 
was  because  my  family  wouldn’t  buy  me  the  clothes  to  make  me  cool.  At  least  that 
is  the  basket  I was  putting  all  my  eggs  in  at  the  time.  Of  course  this  was  false  and  I 
would  realize  it  many  years  down  the  road,  but  for  the  time  being  I was  content  with 
blaming  my  parents  for  my  lack  of  popularity.  These  days  I am  known  as  William 
Waters  by  my  peers,  but  back  in  the  fourth  grade  my  teachers  called  me  Billy. 

Notice  I referred  to  what  my  teachers  called  me  because  I rarely  heard  a classmate 
call  my  name,  unless  it  was  followed  by  an  insult.  Those  are  the  kind  of  memories 
that  I wish  I could  forget  about,  or  at  least  repress,  so  I didn’t  have  to  explain  to 
my  kids  that  I used  to  be  the  loser  on  the  playground  that  none  of  the  other  kids 
wanted  to  play  with.  Flowever,  there  was  one  person  who  refrained  from  calling  me 
names.  I never  understood  why  he  thought  I was  somebody  worth  hanging  out  with 
but  I was  not  going  to  argue. 

His  name  was  Chris,  and  I think  what  drew  me  to  him  most  of  all  was  his 
courage.  Not  the  kind  of  pretend  courage  that  you  find  in  childish  games,  like  who 
is  going  to  be  the  one  to  slay  the  make-believe  dragon.  The  kind  of  courage  that 
makes  someone  befriend  another  when  everybody  else  has  their  heart  set  toward 
making  his  life  a living  hell.  For  that,  I have  not  felt,  and  will  never  feel,  as  if  I can  ever 
repay  Chris.  Several  times  when  I was  young,  I remember  Chris’  courage  almost 
more  than  I can  remember  the  setting  it  was  happening  in.  It  reminds  me  of  those 
surreal-type  moments  where  you  really  lose  yourself  and  everything  is  fuzzy  except 
for  what  is  standing  a few  feet  in  front  of  your  face.  Even  if  you  can’t  recall  a surreal 
moment  like  the  type  I recall  from  my  childhood,  I can  provide  a couple  of  examples 
to  clear  the  confusion. 

Several  years  later,  when  I was  in  junior  high,  I remember  one  event  in 
particular  during  a Fourth  of  July  celebration.  My  parents  were  the  kind  that 
trusted  me  to  make  the  right  decision,  and  who  wouldn’t  trust  me?  I was  a junior 
high  student  with  no  friends  and  no  bad  influences.  I was  long  past  the  point  of 
committing  rebellious  acts  to  make  my  peers  think  I was  somebody  of  worth.  My 
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influence  was  Chris,  and  he  was  the  noblest  person  I had  ever  met.  Therefore,  it 
was  not  a surprise  to  me  or  Chris  that  my  mom  let  us  shoot  fireworks  alone  in  my 
backyard.  Now,  I have  never  considered  myself  a country  kid,  but  that  was  not 
indicative  of  the  type  of  house  I lived  in.  I loathe  the  thought  of  cowboy  hats  and 
gaudy  belt  buckles,  but  Wardsville  is  exactly  the  type  of  community  in  which  you 
would  have  found  these  items  by  the  truckloads.  Our  house  was  a special  little 
house,  as  it  was  surrounded  on  three  sides  by  cow  pastures.  The  only  side  that 
wasn’t  connected  to  a cow  pasture  was  the  front  of  the  house  that  barely  had  a 
yard  before  you  were  walking  into  the  dirt  road,  which  again  led  right  up  to  a cow 
pasture.  We  were  the  only  people  in  Wardsville  that  had  the  pleasure  of  owning  no 
cattle  but  still  getting  that  great  whiff  of  cow  dung  every  morning  when  we  woke 
up.  My  dad  would  have  gladly  moved  into  the  city,  but  my  mom  was  a cowgirl  at 
heart,  and  even  ran  barrel  races  as  a child.  I think  that  she  felt  most  at  home  away 
from  civilization  and  caring  for  her  horse.  Nevertheless,  those  cow  pastures  were 
the  driest  pieces  of  land  you  could  imagine  in  the  summertime.  One  thing  that  most 
children  would  understand  is  that  shooting  fireballs  into  a dry  field  of  grass  probably 
isn’t  the  best  idea.  Chris  and  I,  however,  were  not  the  brightest  of  fellows. 

I remember  holding  a Roman  Candle  high  above  my  head  and  closing  my 
eyes  only  to  feel  the  kick  of  the  explosion  in  my  outstretched  arm.  As  I opened  my 
eyes  to  see  the  green  and  red  fireballs  shooting  from  the  tips  of  my  fingers,  I quickly 
noticed  another  burst  of  red  flaring  up  in  the  field.  At  first,  I wasn’t  completely  sure 
what  had  just  happened,  but  as  the  seconds  moved  past,  I discovered  that  I had 
just  set  our  neighbor’s  cow  pasture  on  fire! 

I still  remember  the  cracking  of  the  dry  weeds  and  the  glow  of  red  and  orange  that 
was  bellowing  up  from  the  spark  that  was  once  my  Roman  Candle.  The  sight  of 
fire  either  freezes  the  human  psyche  or  sends  it  into  a panic:  not  always  the  kind  of 
panic  that  one  associates  with  running  around  and  screaming,  but,  nevertheless,  a 
panic.  Some  people  show  their  panic  in  different  ways,  however,  and  Chris  was  one 
of  them. 

Chris’  version  of  a panicky  psyche  was  easily  misunderstood  as  a calmness 
that  one  typically  sees  in  an  individual  tagged  as  being  courageous  and  level- 
headed. As  I stared  into  the  glowing  field,  feet  melted  to  the  grass,  Chris  was  in 
a sprint  towards  the  house.  Not  to  tell  my  mom  that  I had  lit  the  field  facing  the 
back  side  of  our  house  on  fire,  but  to  grab  the  bucket  that  was  always  setting  next 
to  outdoor  faucet  next  to  the  garden.  The  quick  and  deliberate  movements  of  his 
hands  as  he  scooped  up  the  bucket  and  filled  it  to  the  brim  almost  mesmerized 
me  more  than  the  blaze  I had  started.  Never  before  had  I seen  somebody  move 
with  such  a calm  demeanor  in  the  midst  of  a hostile  situation.  As  he  sprinted 
towards  me,  I felt  something  spread  over  my  entire  body,  almost  that  same  feeling 
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you  get  when  a chill  starts  at  the  base  of  your  spine  and  moves  quickly  all  the 
way  through  the  top  of  your  skull.  But  in  this  instance,  it  wasn't  a chill  that  was 
spreading  throughout  my  body,  but  a sense  of  courage  that  my  young  body  had 
never  felt  before.  I had  never  felt  the  urge  to  be  courageous  or  stand  up  in  the 
face  of  adversity,  but  watching  Chris  run  towards  the  burning  field  gave  me  a shot 
of  adrenaline  that  I was  addicted  to  instantly.  As  he  approached  me,  panting,  I 
remember  grabbing  the  bucket  from  his  sweaty  hands  and  sprinting  towards  the 
beautiful  scene  that  was  my  field  burning.  With  a swing  of  my  arms,  I threw  the 
bucket  of  water  onto  the  flame  and  felt  my  eyes  swell  from  the  smoke  bellowing 
into  my  face.  The  fire  took  five  or  six  buckets  to  extinguish,  but  what  was  important 
was  not  the  particulars  of  the  event,  but  rather  the  things  that  would  always  be 
unnoticed  by  anybody  but  myself. 

It's  easy  to  idolize  those  in  which  you  see  qualities  that  you  yourself  do  not 
possess.  Chris  was  the  object  of  my  admiration  and  the  person  I admired  or  years 

to  come  after  near  disaster  on  that  July  4th. 

★ ★ ★ 

In  my  opinion  there  is  nothing  that  changes  a person’s  perception  more  than 
a near  death  experience.  For  me,  my  perception  of  Chris  changed  forever  when  I 
nearly  drowned  in  Binder  Lake  at  the  age  of  fifteen.  At  this  point  in  our  relationship, 

I had  moved  past  the  adolescent  stage  and  really  sort  of  come  into  my  own.  Well, 
at  least  as  much  as  a kid  could  have  with  no  observable  advantages.  I now  proudly 
sported  nine  or  ten  people  that  I could  legitimately  call  my  friends.  With  these  new 
friends  in  the  picture,  it  was  easy  to  find  myself  unable  to  find  time  to  hang  out  with 
Chris.  Not  that  Chris  was  the  type  to  complain  or  beg  for  my  time,  but  I always  felt 
guilty  for  spending  more  time  with  my  new  friends  than  with  him.  To  alleviate  that 
guilt,  I took  Chris  up  on  heading  to  Binder  Lake  for  an  afternoon  of  fishing.  If  you 
remember  correctly,  I am  not  a country  boy  and  was  not  at  all  into  fishing,  but  when 
a lifelong  friend  asks  you  to  take  an  afternoon  away  to  re-connect,  it  is  extremely 
hard  to  decline  the  offer. 

Binder  Lake  was  Chris’  favorite  fishing  spot,  but  to  be  honest  I could  not 
stand  the  sight,  smell,  or  even  the  thought  of  spending  the  afternoon  there.  The 
water  was  of  a greenish  tint,  because  of  all  the  moss  growing  on  the  surface,  and 
the  two  times  I had  been  there  in  the  past  I had  never  even  caught  a fish.  The  only 
thing  that  peaked  my  interest  about  Binder  Lake  was  a handicap  pier  that  stretched 
twenty  yards  out  into  the  lake.  I found  that  if  I got  bored  with  fishing,  which  was 
usually  the  case,  I could  sit  on  the  gravel  bank  of  the  concrete  pier  and  skip  rocks 
into  the  water  to  pass  the  time.  As  expected,  twenty  minutes  into  our  fishing  trip,  I 
began  to  grow  bored  and  contemplated  the  idea  of  skipping  rocks  into  the  murky 
water.  As  I looked  to  the  end  of  the  pier,  where  Chris  was  casting  his  line  into  the 
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water,  I began  to  think  about  how  we  had  drifted  apart  over  the  past  couple  of 
years  and  began  to  question  whether  or  not  we  were  still  best  friends. 

Barely  able  to  concentrate  hard  enough  for  one  more  cast  out,  I placed  my 
fishing  rod  on  the  flat  ground  that  was  the  pier  and  began  to  inch  my  way  down 
the  gravel  siding.  Chris,  hearing  me  sliding,  turned  around  and  told  me  to  watch 
my  step  because  the  gravel  was  very  loose  and  probably  not  the  safest  thing  to 
be  standing  on.  I dug  my  feet  deep  into  the  gravel  as  if  grinding  them  into  the  soft 
sand  of  a bunker  at  the  town  country  club.  Reaching  back  to  hurl  the  first  rock,  my 
back  foot  suddenly  slipped  from  the  grip  of  the  home  I had  made  it  in  the  gravel 
and  I fell  over  backward.  Now  the  strange  thing  about  falling  unexpectedly  is  that 
it  has  the  tendency  to  turn  a fraction  of  a second  into  what  seems  like  an  eternity. 
No  movement  is  forgotten  when  one  is  falling,  every  arm  flail  to  every  leg  kick  is 
documented  into  one’s  memory,  right  until  that  moment  of  impact  when  everything 
goes  blank.  My  head  smacked  the  corner  of  the  pier  where  the  concrete  met 
the  gravel,  and  in  this  particular  instance,  everything  literally  went  black  as  I was 
knocked  unconscious. 

As  I awoke,  I could  immediately  feel  the  throbbing  in  the  back  of  my  brain 
and  the  extreme  weight  of  my  clothes  that  were  drenched  with  the  mossy  water 
from  the  lake.  Chris  was  sitting  beside  me,  drenched  as  well,  with  a bloody  gash  on 
his  right  knee.  A look  of  horror  was  still  stricken  on  his  face.  After  the  daze  cleared 
from  my  head,  I realized  what  Chris  had  done  for  me.  Chris  had  leaped  into  the 
water  and  pulled  me  out,  smacking  his  knee  on  the  pier  which  would  require  twelve 
stitches  later  that  evening.  That's  when  I looked  into  Chris’  eyes  with  a completely 
different  perception  of  him.  As  I stared  into  his  teary  eyes  it  occurred  to  me  that  he 
loved  me  unconditionally  and  that  was  something  that  I had  not  noticed  about  our 
relationship  until  this  instance. 

It’s  funny  how  at  a young  age  a child’s  understanding  of  relationships  is 
skewed  based  on  what  function  the  other  individual  is  serving.  Until  this  moment, 
Chris  had  served  as  a friend  to  me,  purely  for  nothing  more  than  my  enjoyment  and 
to  fill  in  for  all  the  other  friends  that  I wished  I had.  Now  looking  into  his  watery  eyes, 
I could  see  him  for  what  he  really  was:  a father  figure. 

That’s  because  he  was  my  father.  Chris  Waters  had  always  been  there 
for  me,  but  until  this  moment  I had  never  seen  him  as  being  the  fatherly  type.  But 
the  blow  to  the  back  of  the  head  had  opened  my  eyes.  I now  knew  that  I had 
misunderstood  everything  my  dad  had  done  for  me  in  the  past  as  just  being  a 
friend,  when  in  fact  he  was  doing  everything  out  of  love.  When  we  lit  that  field  on 
fire,  my  mom  never  found  out  and  we  had  kept  it  our  little  secret.  My  dad  was  my 
protector  and  my  best  friend.  I realize  now  that  I was  lucky  to  have  a father  who 
cared  enough  about  me  to  spend  that  kind  of  time  with  me.  Those  couple  of  years 
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we  drifted  apart  are  something  I’ll  always  regret,  and  although  I look  back  on  them 
now  with  that  regret,  I still  went  through  periods  where  I drifted  away  from  my  father. 
Starting  a family  and  raising  children  of  my  own  became  my  first  priority,  and  I didn’t 
spend  the  kind  of  time  that  I wished  I would  have  with  my  dad. 

Chris  Waters  died  one  year  ago  today  of  a heart  attack,  and  I miss  him 
every  day  even  more,  but  today  is  especially  difficult  for  me.  I had  spent  so  much 
time  raising  my  own  family  that  I forgot  about  my  parents.  Three  months  had  gone 
by  since  I last  talked  to  my  dad,  and  the  day  he  passed,  I was  doing  nothing  more 
than  sitting  at  home  watching  TV.  I despise  myself  for  all  those  wasted  days  I 
spent  in  front  of  the  TV  or  golfing  alone  on  the  weekends  when  I could  have  been 
spending  it  with  my  oldest  friend.  It  took  a near-death  experience  for  me  to  realize 
what  I was  letting  slip  away,  and  now  the  death  of  my  father  to  make  me  realize 
what  I did  let  slip  over  the  past  few  years. 

I love  you,  Dad,  and  I miss  you  every  day.  I’m  sorry  for  the  way  I abandoned 
you,  the  way  you  would  have  never  abandoned  me,  and  I look  forward  to  telling  you 
this,  son  to  father,  in  the  next  life. 
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What  Does  One  Do  with  a Ladybug? 

A play  in  one  act,  by  Nash  High 


SETTING 

A small  coffee  house.  The  month  is  November.  The  weather  outside  is  chilly.  It  is 
nighttime. 


CHARACTERS  IN  THE  PLAY 

GABRIEL 

EZRA 

The  BARISTA 


SCENE  1 

(Enter  GABRIEL  and  EZRA.  GABRIEL 
has  a satchel  slung  over  his  shoulder. 
EZRA  carries  a novel.) 

EZRA 

So  Michael  tells  Emma  that  I’m  upset,  but  he  never  explains  why  I’m  upset.  So 
now  Emma  thinks  that  I snapped  at  Michael  just  because  he  asked  how  I was 
doing,  and  she’s  telling  Michael  that  he  needs  to  confront  me,  because  I was  out  of 
line.  Which,  in  that  moment,  yes.  I was.  But  I apologized  for  that.  Still,  she’s  not 
convinced  because  she  doesn’t  have  the  full  story... and  you  know  how  she  lords 
over  him.  (To  the  BARISTA.)  A sixteen-ounce  caramel  macchiato,  please. 

BARISTA 

Sixteen-ounce  caramel  macchiato.  And  what  name  should  I put  on  that? 

EZRA 


Ezra. 
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BARISTA 


Okay,  Ezra.  I’ll  have  your  drink  up  in  just  a minute.  And  what  can  I get  started  for 
you,  sir?  Are  you  two  together? 

GABRIEL 

Separate  please.  My  sister  can  pay  for  herself. 

(He  casts  a teasing  glance  at  EZRA 
and  flashes  the  BARISTA  a smile.) 

BARISTA 

Alright.  (TO  EZRA.)  That  will  be  four  thirty-five  for  you,  miss.  Thank  you.  (TO 
GABRIEL.)  And  what  can  I get  for  you? 

GABRIEL 

I’d  like  a mocha  with  an  extra  shot  of  espresso.  For  Gabriel. 

BARISTA 

Okay.  And  what  size  would  you  like,  Gabriel? 

GABRIEL 

Oh,  I’ll  get  a sixteen-ounce  as  well. 

BARISTA 

That  comes  up  to  four  sixty-four.  Thank  you.  I’ll  have  your  drinks  right  up  for  you. 

GABRIEL 


Thank  you,  miss.  (Or  ‘sir’  as  per  casting.) 

(They  step  away  from  the  counter.) 

EZRA 

Anyway,  where  was  I? 

GABRIEL 


Emma  was  lording  over  Michael. 

EZRA 

Right,  right.  So  she  decides  that  Michael  needs  to  confront...  you  know,  your  little 
friend  is  still  on  you. 
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GABRIEL 


What? 


EZRA 

The  ladybug.  He's  on  your  shoulder  now. 

GABRIEL 


He — oh!  So  he  is.  He  must  have  migrated  up  from  my  satchel.  I told  you  he  was 
persistent. 

EZRA 

He  sure  seems  to  like  you,  anyway. 

GABRIEL 

Maybe  a little  too  much.  Anyway,  what  were  you  saying? 

EZRA 

So  Emma  is  pushing  Michael  to  confront  me,  but  Michael  doesn’t  want  to,  of 
course,  because  he  knows  there’s  nothing  to  confront.  But  you  know  Emma;  she 
can’t  ever  lay  off  of  something  like  that.  She  always  has  to  try  and  fix  everything  for 
everybody.  And  I don’t  even  know  anything  about  this,  because  I’ve  been  back  at 
home  the  whole  time.  (Then,  to  BARISTA.)  Thank  you.  (She  receives  her  drink.) 
Are  you  just  going  to  let  it  stay  there? 

GABRIEL 


Let  what? 


EZRA 

The  ladybug.  Keep  pace,  Gabriel. 

GABRIEL 

Oh,  him.  Yes,  I am,  thank  you. 


EZRA 

(Taking  a drink.)  These  are  good.  You  need  to  try  one  one  of  these  days. 

GABRIEL 

I don’t  know.  I like  to  keep  it  simple.  This.  This  has  everything.  Coffee. 
Chocolate.  An  extra  kick  for  the  cold. 
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EZRA 


Still,  you  need  to  switch  it  up  sometimes. 

GABRIEL 


Do  I now?  (To  BARISTA.)  Thanks,  miss.  (To  EZRA.)  Where  would  you  like  to  sit? 

EZRA 


Over  here.  I need  a corner. 


GABRIEL 


Alrighty. 

(They  sit.  GABRIEL  removes  a 
notebook  from  his  satchel  and 
attempts  to  write.  EZRA  begins 
reading  her  novel.  A pause.) 

I don’t  know  why  I write.  Really.  I spend  most  of  my  time  sitting  in  front  of  an 
empty  notebook  and  trying  not  to  make  eye  contact  with  it.  They  have  eyes,  you 
know.  It’s  true.  Everyone  always  says — what’s  the  phrase?  “Staring  at  a blank 
page.”  Yeah.  That’s  the  exaggeration.  In  reality,  the  blank  page  is  staring  at  you. 
That’s  what  makes  it  so  difficult,  you  know?  It’s  like  being  interrogated.  It’s  terrible 

EZRA 

And  that,  my  dear  brother,  is  why  I read.  I can  lean  back  and  lock  eyes  with  this 
lovely  little  book — the  pages  of  which,  I'll  have  you  know,  are  not  blank  in  the 
slightest,  but  instead  lush  and  verdant  with  the  richest  of  prose. 

GABRIEL 


“Lush  and  verdant”...  “Lush  and  verdant,”  that's  good.  “The  lush  and  verdant 
forestry.”  I think  I’ll  use  that...  if  you  don’t  mind.  Thanks.  It  fits,  too,  because  he 
wants  to  be  a poet.  So  he  would  say  something  grandiloquent  like  that. 

EZRA 

Grandiloquent?  I wasn’t  being  grandiloquent.  What  does  that  even  mean? 

GABRIEL 


What?  What  does  what  mean? 


EZRA 


Grandiloquent. 
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GABRIEL 


It's  like,  excessively  verbose  and  fancy.  Think  opulent,  but  with  words. 

EZRA 

“Lush  and  verdant”  isn’t  opulent... 

GABRIEL 

Straight  out  of  a vocabulary  made  from  Persian  rugs. 

EZRA 

I wasn’t  being  grandiloquent! 


What?  Wait. . . Where  is  he? 


GABRIEL 


EZRA 

The  ladybug?  I don’t  know.  I haven't  been  watching  him. 

GABRIEL 

Oh,  great.  I told  you.  He’s  just  too  much  for  me.  Too  ambitious.  It’s  November! 
Isn’t  it  a bit  late  for  ladybugs? 

EZRA 

Definitely  too  late  for  ambitious  ladybugs. 

GABRIEL 

Exactly!  He  should  be  slowing  down,  getting  ready  to  tip  off,  not  running  amok  on 
my — oh,  there  he  is.  He's  down  on  my  pant  leg  now.  Come  on,  buddy.  Come 
on  now...  He  won’t  climb  onto  my  finger.  He  knows  what  I’m  up  to,  see?  I’m 
only  looking  after  you...  I don’t  want  to  squish  him  on  accident.  Come  on!  It's 
dangerous  down  there.  Okay.  There  you  go.  Let’s  move  you  up  here.  Much 
better. 


Very  nice  of  you. 


EZRA 

GABRIEL 


Where  were  we? 
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EZRA 


1 was  reading. 

GABRIEL 

Oh,  right,  right.  And,  right! 

1 was  writing. 

No,  no  1 wasn’t. 

(GABRIEL  stares  at  his  notebook  for  a 
moment.) 

Of  course  not. 

EZRA 

GABRIEL 

What  were  you  starting  to  tell  me?  About  Emma  and  Michael? 

EZRA 

Nothing.  It  just  bugged  me  was  all. 

GABRIEL 

Oh,  yeah.  Yeah.  Last  week  I was  trying  to  explain  something  to  Mary  and  she  was 
disagreeing  with  me,  of  course,  and  it  gets  so  frustrating,  because  she  just  doesn’t 
ever  even  consider... 


What? 

EZRA 

Actually,  never  mind. 

GABRIEL 

Never  mind? 

EZRA 

Yes,  never  mind. 

GABRIEL 

Well,  speaking  of  Mary — 

EZRA 
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GABRIEL 


We  weren’t. 

EZRA 

Oh,  weren’t  we? 

GABRIEL 

You  were  talking.  Emma  was  lording  over  Michael...  (He  gazes  unhappily  into  his 
coffee.) 


EZRA 

Gabriel... 

GABRIEL 

Look — 

EZRA 

I’m  not  wasting  another  coffee  trip  over  this,  Gabriel! 

GABRIEL 

You  can’t  waste  a coffee  trip.  The  coffee  alone  makes  the  trip  worthwhile. 

EZRA 

You’re  evading. 

GABRIEL 

Of  course  I’m  evading.  What  else  would  I be  doing? 

EZRA 

I really  don’t  have  the  patience  for  this  today. 

GABRIEL 

Then  stop  being  patient.  There’s  nothing  to  be  patient  about.  Drink  your  pretty  little 


macchiato. 

J 

EZRA  P* 

(Taking  a drink.)  I’m  disappointed  in  you. 

GABRIEL 

I am  too. 
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EZRA 


Then  just  tell  me  already!  I know  you've  needed  to  talk  about  it  since  at  least 
Sunday.  You  can’t  even  talk  to  your  own  sister?  Come  on,  Gabe.  Tell  me  what 
happened  between  you  and  Mary. 

GABRIEL 

Don’t — Don’t,  see,  don’t  say  the  name. 

EZRA 

You  just  said  her  name  not  two  minutes  ago! 

GABRIEL 


Have  you  been  watching  the  ladybug?  I lost  the  ladybug. 

EZRA 

Here  we  go  again. 


GABRIEL 

Did  you  see  him?  Ladybug!  Come  back  here! 


EZRA 


Just  when  we  were  finally  getting  somewhere. 

GABRIEL 


No,  you  were  finally  getting  somewhere.  You  don’t  understand.  I’m  responsible  for 
this  ladybug  now.  If  he  d — if  something  happens,  it’s  on  me. 

EZRA 

That’s  ridiculous.  You  didn’t  ask  him  to  land  on  your  satchel. 

GABRIEL 


What  difference  does  that  make?  Did  you  ask  Michael  to  land  on  your  satchel? 

EZRA 

What  are  you  talking  about? 


I found  him! 


GABRIEL 
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EZRA 


He’s  not  a bug,  Gabriel... 

GABRIEL 

On  the  wall.  He’s  making  a break  for  the  windowsill. 

EZRA 

I still  don’t  see  the  point  you  were  trying  to  make. 

GABRIEL 

Oh,  I can’t  just  let  you  stay  here,  buddy.  Someone’s  going  to  squish  you.  Come 
on.  Come  back. 

EZRA 

I don’t  take  care  of  Michael  any  more  than  I take  care  of  you,  or  Mary,  or  Emma,  for 
that  matter. 

GABRIEL 

Exactly!  Except  for  the  part  about  Emma.  We  both  know  that  she’s  too  busy 
taking  care  of  everyone  else  to  let  someone  take  care  of  her. 

EZRA 

Are  you  saying  that  I do  that  too? 

GABRIEL 

No.  I’m  saying  that  you  take  care  of  all  these  people,  and  all  these  people  take  care 
of  you  and  all  sorts  of  other  people,  but  nobody  asks  for  it — except  maybe  Emma, 
but  she  doesn’t  really  ask  so  much  as  take  without  asking — anyway,  it  just  isn’t 
something  you  ask  to  do.  You  just  do  it. 

EZRA 

Yes,  but  that’s  between  people.  You’re  talking  about  an  insect  that  happened  to  be 
on  your  bag. 

GABRIEL 

What  difference  does  that  make? 

EZRA 

Well,  for  one,  that  ladybug  doesn’t  even  want  you  to  take  care  of  him.  To  him, 
you’re  just  an  obstacle.  You’re  just — 
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GABRIEL 


Never  mind.  I stopped  listening  to  you. 

EZRA 

Of  course  you  did,  because  you  knew  I had  a point. 

(The  BARISTA  approaches,  sweeping. 


Oh,  excuse  me. 

GABRIEL  lifts  his  satchel  into  his  lap.) 
BARISTA 

GABRIEL 

You’re  fine,  dear.  Sweep  away.  (Pause.)  You  know,  I really  like  your  hair. 

BARISTA 


Elm?  Oh,  thank  you. 

GABRIEL 

I noticed  it  when  I came  in.  I was  going  to  say  something,  but  I...  didn’t.  Where  did 
you  get  it  done? 


My  friend  cut  it,  actually. 

BARISTA 

GABRIEL 

Oh,  yeah?  Nice.  Your  friend  did  a good  job. 

BARISTA 

Well,  thank  you.  I’ll  tell  him  you  said  that. 

(The  BARISTA  moves  away,  still 


sweeping.) 

EZRA 

You  should  get  her  number. 

GABRIEL 

Can’t. 
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EZRA 


Why  not?  She  seems  nice  enough. 


Too  risky.  She  has  friends. 


What?  That  doesn't  mean- 


GABRIEL 


EZRA 


GABRIEL 


Nope.  Too  risky.  One  minute  they’re  friends,  next  thing  you  know,  they’re  half- 
married  and  you’ve  been  cut  off  altogether. 


EZRA 


You’re  pathetic. 


GABRIEL 

Okay,  okay.  So  I don’t  necessarily  mean  that.  But,  look,  what  I’m  trying  to  say  is 
that  I need  to  start  frisking  people  before  I let  them  into  my  heart.  And  she  has  not 
been  frisked. 


EZRA 

You  don’t  have  to  let  someone  into  your  heart  just  because  you  got  their  number. 

GABRIEL 


You  clearly  have  a very  diminished  understanding  of  my  heart. 

EZRA 

I don’t  know  why  you  act  so  hurt  about  this  thing  with  Mary  anyway. 

GABRIEL 

I’m  not  acting  h — 

EZRA 

I talked  to  Michael,  Gabriel.  He  told  me  you  were  the  one  who  broke  it  off  with  her. 
Two  weeks  ago.  Two  weeks  before  she  and  Andrew  got  together.  So  I honestly 
don’t  know  why  you're  so  upset,  when  it  was  your  decision  in  the  first  place.  (A 
long  pause.)  Gabriel? 
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GABRIEL 


Do  you  know  what  the  problem  with  this  ladybug  is,  Ezra?  It  isn’t  that  he  keeps 
disappearing,  or  that,  odds  are,  he’s  going  to  get  himself  squished  someday.  It 
isn’t  what  you  said,  that  he  doesn’t  care  about  me  in  the  slightest;  that,  despite  my 
best  efforts  to  keep  him  safe,  if  anything,  he’s  only  irritated  with  me  for  doing  so. 

It’s  that...  I love  him  so  very  much,  Ezra.  You  have  no  idea.  I love  him  so  much, 
and  yet,  there  is  nothing  I could  ever,  possibly  do  to  show  him  that.  If  I invest  every 
last  effort  toward  making  his  life  as  wonderful  as  I possibly  can,  I’ll  still  only  be  an 
inconvenience  to  him.  And  if  I let  him  be,  he  won’t  know  any  different.  The  truth  is 
that  sometime  soon,  this  little  ladybug  is  going  to  die,  and  he  will  have  no  idea  how 
much  he  meant  to  me.  But  what  can  you  do  with  a ladybug? 

EZRA 

(After  a pause.)  You  just  do  what  you  have  to  do.  Set  them  back  on  the  table  when 
they’re  in  trouble.  Let  them  go  when  it's  time. 

GABRIEL 

We  should  get  going. 

EZRA 


We  should. 


GABRIEL 

But  that  still  leaves  us  with  the  problem  of  the  ladybug.  Should  he  stay  here,  at 
perpetual  risk  of  being  squished,  or  be  forced  to  ride  back  with  us  in  captivity,  and 
brave  whatever  dangers  there  await  him? 

EZRA 


It’s  not  our  call. 


GABRIEL 


But  it’s  ours  to  make. 


END  OF  PL7\Y 
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Existing  On  Two  Planes: 
Confronting  the  Abhumanness  In 
Let  The  Right  One  In 

By  Blake  Morgan 


It  is  hard  to  be  a human  living  in  a world  of  monsters.  A quick  flick  of  the 
remote  control  to  any  news  station  will  confront  the  viewer  with  society’s  current 
demons.  Politicians  have  become  baby-killers  while  the  drug  dealers,  rapists, 
pedophiles  and  murderers  become  “monsters”  to  be  kept  in  cages.  As  a child,  I 
never  thought  the  monsters  hiding  under  my  bed  or  in  my  closet  could  resemble  a 
pimply-faced  man  prowling  the  streets  hunting  for  older  women  to  dominate  in  the 
Waldo  area  of  Kansas  City,  Missouri.  With  every  year,  however,  I come  to  find  that 
monsters  hide  most  easily  in  the  skin  of  human  beings. 

It  is  easy  to  define  what  is  not  human.  The  horrible,  the  deformed,  the 
confused,  the  broken — these  become  something  different  from  humanity.  The  ones 
deemed  un-fixable  by  society  are  taken  away  and  thrown  into  prisons  or  asylums. 
Should  they  flee,  they  are  hunted  down  like  animals,  and  like  those  animals  they  are 
often  slaughtered  (though,  sometimes  only  socially,  as  in  excommunication).  Kelly 
Hurley,  in  her  text  The  Gothic  Body:  Sexuality,  Materialism,  and  Degeneration  at  the 
Fin  De  Siecle.  has  a term  for  this:  abhuman — a “ruination  of  traditional  constructs  of 
human  identity”  (Hurley  3).  Abhumans  become  a new  type  of  species,  a biological 
phenomenon:  an  other.  Their  movement  away  from  traditional  humanity  is  like  bile 
- shapeless  and  disgusting.  Their  forms,  attitudes,  and  actions  are  chaotic;  there 
is  no  stability,  no  balanced  equilibrium  of  faith  in  one’s  own  species  and  morality. 
There  is  no  option  of  coexistence.  Still,  though,  in  order  to  remain  abhuman,  the 
“thing”  must  retain  some  basic  forms  of  humanity.  What,  then,  separates  humanity 
from  the  broken?  What  do  these  pieces  consist  of  that  the  abhuman  must  hold 
onto?  What  is  it  to  be  human? 

To  be  distinguishable  from  the  monsters,  one  must  exist  on  some  type  of 
equilibrium  consisting  of  morality,  ethics,  and  the  ability  (though  it  can  sometimes 
be  minimal  and  not  always  positive)  to  coexist  with  members  of  the  same  species. 
Through  this  definition,  the  emerging  human  is  one  that  is  capable  of  emotion,  logic, 
choice,  and  is  also  a product  of  his  or  her  own  actions;  that  is,  to  take  responsibility, 
to  formulate  character.  However,  this  definition  is  not  enough.  To  be  human, 
one  must  also  exhibit  a certain  sameness,  a likeness  to  other  characters  - other 
humans.  Not  only  must  the  human  act  human,  he  or  she  must  also  look  human, 
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conforming  to  the  biological  laws  governing  Homo  sapiens.  Take  Frankenstein’s 
creation,  for  example:  it  will  never  matter  how  many  books  Frankenstein’s  creature 
reads,  he  will  always  be  beaten  with  sticks,  cast  out,  and  spit  upon  due  to  his 
physical  differences.  It  is  those  differences  - his  hulking  stature,  his  decaying  skin 
and  dead  eyes  - that  push  him  in  the  direction  of  abhumanness.  Regardless 
of  morals  and  actions  taken,  his  face  will  always  separate  him  from  the  rest  of 
humanity.  But  what  of  the  fictitious  monsters  whose  physical  bodies  do  not  differ 
much  from  an  average  human’s?  For  instance,  the  elusive  and  seemingly  timeless 
vampire? 

The  Vampire  is  a unique  type  of  monster  in  that  at  times  it  is  indiscernible 
from  the  basic  human  form.  More  often  than  not,  the  vampire  takes  the  form  of 
an  intellectual,  showing  a great  deal  of  interest  and  curiosity  towards  the  human 
race.  In  many  vampire  movies  and  novels,  people  actually  enjoy  being  around  the 
vampire  (both  before  and  after  the  bloodthirsty  secret  has  bled  out  into  society). 

It  is  even  common  for  vampires  to  seek  companionship  from  a man  or  woman. 
Emotions,  as  well  as  the  need  to  protect  the  human  companion,  arise.  One  could 
even  see  love,  an  emotion  often  believed  to  be  only  accessible  to  human  beings. 
This  blending  of  characteristics,  both  humane  and  horrific,  makes  the  vampire  a 
perfect  example  of  Hurley’s  abhuman.  Though  Hurley’s  research  deals  particularly 
with  the  Gothic  vampire  - the  vampire  emerging  at  the  end  of  nineteenth  century 
European  literature  - these  vampiric  trends  are  still  seen  over  one  hundred  years 
later  in  modern  cinema. 

In  2008  a Swedish  film,  Let  The  Right  One  In,  released  internationally. 

It  brought  a drop  of  life  to  the  western  Twilight  epidemic  by  going  back  to  the 
Gothic  roots  of  vampirism  and  embodying  a fine  example  of  the  abhuman  in  Eli, 
an  old  vampire  with  a twelve  year  old  body.  Eli  is  a very  intriguing  creature.  The 
vampire’s  body  appears  to  be  that  of  a prepubescent  girl,  meek  and  unshapely. 

Its  large  eyes  retain  a childlike  curiosity  in  which  to  view  the  world,  and  the  face 
has  round  and  innocent  features.  Its  voice  is  nonthreatening,  soft  and  cautious. 
Within  these  physical  characteristics,  there  is  no  cause  for  alarm,  and  Eli’s  emotions 
(generally)  carry  this  same  trend.  It  is  because  of  Eli’s  accepting  nature  that  a 
relationship  develops  between  the  vampire  and  Oskar,  a human  boy  who  ends 
up  as  its  companion.  Not  only  does  the  vampire  initiate  this  relationship,  Eli  also 
has  the  intellect  to  pick  up  on  Oskar's  broken  spirit  and  use  it  to  confront  its  own 
abhumanness. 

Eli  never  appears  to  be  ashamed  of  what  it  is  around  Oskar,  though  the  act 
of  drinking  blood  is  not  a pretty  process  in  Let  The  Right  One  In.  The  vampire  loses 
much  of  its  grasp  on  humanity  while  feeding.  Its  facial  features  change.  The  eyes 
sink  into  their  sockets  and  aging  lines  appear  only  to  vanish  in  an  instant.  These 
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facial  contortions,  as  well  as  the  animalistic  grunts  while  feeding,  are  an  emergence 
of  the  repressed  primal  nature  of  the  vampire.  Though  it  never  feeds  in  front  of 
Oskar,  it  never  chooses  to  clean  off  its  face  either.  The  first  night  Eli  and  Oskar 
spend  together,  Eli  climbs  into  bed  naked  with  drying  blood  smeared  across  its  jaw 
line.  Eli  accepts  Oskar’s  proposal  to  go  steady  while  softly  caressing  the  exposed 
arm  of  its  human  accomplice,  all  the  while  having  remnants  of  death  staining  its 
porcelain  skin.  Eli  also  practices  poor  hygiene.  Its  face  is  continuously  dirty  and 
its  clothes  follow  suit.  More  than  once,  Oskar  confronts  it  about  its  curious  stench. 
Instead  of  taking  offense  as  many  humans  would,  Eli  simply  shrugs  off  Oskar's 
comments,  disappears  for  a moment  to  clean  up  or  apply  perfume,  and  returns 
seeking  Oskar’s  continuing  approval. 

Eli  is  also  quite  comfortable  revealing  its  vampire  secrets  to  Oskar.  Upon 
revealing  to  Oskar  its  vampire  nature,  Eli  tells  him  “I’ve  been  twelve  for  a very  long 
time.”  Eli  sees  no  point  in  lying  to  Oskar,  and  through  that  trust,  the  human-vampire 
relationship  is  strengthened.  Despite  the  fact  that  trust,  truth,  and  building  strong 
relationships  are  commonly  craved  among  humans,  Eli  - an  abhuman  - seems  to 
comprehend  and  appreciate  them  all.  Eli  also,  in  a sense,  gives  itself  away  to  Oskar 
by  catering  to  Oskar’s  curiosities. 

Vampires  must  be  invited  into  private  dwellings  according  to  myth,  legend, 
and  literature.  Eli  must  play  by  these  rules  as  well.  However,  when  Oskar  refuses 
to  invite  her  in  and  only  beckons  with  his  finger,  Eli  goes  along  with  it.  Its  steps  are 
hesitant,  but  it  breaks  through  the  mystical  barrier  without  being  formally  invited. 

This  process  appears  to  cause  the  vampire  pain,  but  it  remains  stationary,  never 
retreating.  Eli’s  eyes  start  to  bleed  as  do  the  rest  of  it’s  orifices.  Still,  even  while 
bleeding  to  death,  Eli  stands  motionless,  trapped  in  the  gaze  of  a curious  boy.  In  a 
rush  of  words,  Oskar  invites  the  vampire  in  and  the  bleeding  ceases.  The  vampire’s 
efforts  to  expose  its  vulnerabilities  in  order  to  gain  trust  are  a tactic  reserved  for 
beings  with  complex  thought  and  emotions  - a tactic  often  reserved  for  humans  in 
their  search  for  intimacy. 

Regardless  of  the  similarities  between  Eli  and  the  rest  of  humanity,  the 
vampire  is  still  different  and  abhuman.  It  feasts  on  blood.  It  greatly  overpowers 
even  the  strongest  men  and  women.  Its  bite  will  spread  infection  like  a rabid 
animal.  Eli  has  even  maneuvered  past  the  most  basic  binary  of  all:  the  division 
between  male  and  female.  In  the  film,  Oskar  spies  on  Eli  changing  and  is 
confronted  by  an  androgynous  body  lacking  signs  of  sexual  classification.  Eli  even 
tells  Oskar  at  one  point  “I’m  not  a girl”;  but,  like  the  blood  sucking,  Eli’s  asexuality  is 
not  enough  to  drive  Oskar  away. 

Towards  the  end  of  the  movie,  Eli  protects  Oskar  to  save  him  from  death 
at  the  hands  of  human  teenagers.  The  vampire  gets  a chance  to,  in  a sense,  show 
love.  However,  the  vampire’s  portrayal  of  love  does  not  come  with  kisses  or  notes 
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of  adoration;  its  confession  comes  via  the  death  of  three  bullies.  The  hand  doing 
harm  to  Oskar  is  completely  removed  from  the  perpetrator’s  body.  Hell  hath  no 
fury  like  a protective  vampire  in  love.  Through  the  purest  of  human  emotions,  Eli 
finds  means  to  completely  destroy  the  human  body  and  render  the  bullies  beyond 
useless  by  mauling  their  corpses,  as  if  the  vampire  were  a lioness  on  a hunt. 

To  love,  care  for,  to  protect  - these  are  noble  emotions  usually  reserved 
for  humans.  Through  the  Swedish  vampire,  Eli,  however,  we  come  to  see  that 
even  unnatural  beings  can  do  natural,  humanistic  feats.  A monster,  an  abhuman, 
can  love  and  worry.  Even  vampires  can  have  passions  and  will  fight  for  what  they 
believe  in.  There  still  exists  a supernatural  barrier,  though,  a barrier  resulting  in 
a movement  away  from  humanity  and  towards  an  unknown  otherness.  It  is  that 
movement  to  the  unknown,  that  different  evolutionary  step,  that  separates  us  from 
them.  This  separation  builds  these  obscenely  unique  characters  like  Eli,  making 
it  possible  for  a child  to  exist  beyond  the  understandings  of  mortality  and  morality 
while  acting  as  both  a devil  and  a savior. 
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Beneath  the  Hood: 

When  Death  Comes  to  Life  on  the  Page 

By  Charlotte  Bishop 

All  life  ends.  No  living  organism  is  safe  from  death,  and  even  with  the 
advances  of  science  there  is  no  such  thing  as  physical  immortality.  Therefore,  death 
is  something  to  be  feared  and  hated.  There  is  no  way  to  know  what  happens  once 
the  eyes  have  closed  on  the  world  for  the  final  time,  and  that  lack  of  knowledge 
terrifies  humans  beyond  anything  else.  To  deal  with  this  terror,  humans  have  created 
many  different  beings  to  physically  represent  Death,  and  many  different  afterlives  to 
make  a picture  of  what  might  happen  when  death  comes.  These  beings  and  places 
are  used  in  many  works  of  art  and  literature.  Despite  the  many  representations  of 
death  as  a tangible  character  in  literature,  an  examination  of  these  representations 
reveals  that  the  inevitability  of  death  is  the  most  terrifying  human  experience. 

Often,  when  we  think  of  Death  in  the  physical  sense,  we  see  in  our  minds 
a cloaked  skeleton  holding  a massive  scythe.  He  is  the  Grim  Reaper,  a fifteenth 
century  English  specter  designed  to  personify  death.  Because  the  idea  of  death 
is  so  frightening  to  the  Western  cultures,  the  Grim  Reaper  is  drawn  and  written 
about  as  a terrifying  figure.  Since  the  beginning  of  recorded  history,  all  societies 
have  had  some  representation  of  death  in  their  literature  and  mythology.  From  gods 
to  ghosts,  Death  has  been  a part  of  the  world  as  far  back  as  we  can  find.  Every 
culture  has  their  own  ideas. 

A Japanese  work  from  AD  700,  the  Kojiki , tells  the  story  of  a goddess 
named  Izanami  died  in  childbirth  and  retired  to  a realm  of  perpetual  night.  Her 
husband,  the  god  Izanagi,  attempted  to  retrieve  her,  but  he  was  warned  not  to 
look  upon  her  until  they  were  well  out  of  the  underworld.  He  lit  a torch  before  they 
were  able  to  exit,  overcome  with  desire  to  see  his  beloved,  and  saw  that  she  was  a 
rotting  corpse.  He  fled  in  terror,  leaving  her  there  forever.  She  became  the  goddess 
and  personification  of  death  with  a quota  of  1 000  souls  per  day. 

Hindu  scriptures  describe  Death  as  Yama,  a giant  man  riding  a black 
buffalo.  He  carried  a lasso  with  which  to  drag  a person’s  soul  back  to  his  abode. 

In  this  house,  known  as  Yama-loka,  every  account  of  all  human  lives  were  stored. 
Yama  and  his  followers  would  look  through  the  deceased’s  deeds  in  life  and  decide 
what  they  would  be  reincarnated  as  based  on  their  deeds;  souls  would  then  pass 
through  either  a terrible  or  beautiful  afterworld  depending  on  their  behavior  in  life. 

Death  is  characterized  in  different  ways  for  various  cultures  - vengeful, 
neutral,  sometimes  even  kind  and  benevolent.  Rarely  is  he  or  she  cruel,  but 
occasionally  one  will  run  across  a mean  Death.  The  Grim  Reaper  is  sometimes 
talked  about  as  less  than  friendly.  Instead,  he  comes  across  as  smug  and  spiteful. 
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In  most  cultures,  however,  the  tangible  figure  of  Death  is  not  the  part  of  the  afterlife 
that  is  feared.  The  Grim  Reaper  is  the  main  personification  of  death  that  actually 
elicits  terror.  In  literature,  Death  is  sometimes  portrayed  as  being  fascinated  with 
human  life. 

For  example,  in  the  Discworld  series,  Terry  Pratchett  brings  forth  a Death 
who  is  very  interested  in  life.  His  fascination  with  life  stems  from  the  fact  that 
humanity  impresses  him.  He  is  intrigued  by  the  human  ability  to  complicate 
existence  in  every  way  manageable,  from  over-thinking  to  overeating.  Also  intriguing 
to  him  is  the  human  ability  to  wake  up  in  the  morning  and  not  go  mad  from  the 
daunting  prospect  of  life.  To  him,  life  seems  like  too  much  to  deal  with  in  a human’s 
short  time  on  Discworld  (or  any  other  world.)  He  will  sometimes  allow  humans  to 
play  a game  with  him  for  their  lives.  Chess  is  his  favorite,  though  he  has  trouble 
remembering  how  the  knights  work  due  to  an  inability  to  understand  life  fully.  He 
also  offers  a Discworld  form  of  Monopoly  called  “Possession,”  and  no  one  has  ever 
beaten  him.  This  is  reminiscent  of  the  Grim  Reaper,  who  will  sometimes  allow  souls 
to  play  a game  with  him  for  their  lives. 

Much  like  Yama,  Pratchett’s  Death  lives  in  a house  in  an  extradimensional 
realm.  The  house  itself  has  a distinctly  Victorian  feel,  complete  with  garden,  but  is 
painted  in  mostly  black  with  a skull-and-crossbones  motif.  It  is  much  larger  on  the 
inside  than  it  looks  on  the  outside  because  Death  has  not  mastered  the  concept 
of  scale.  Also,  because  he  does  not  comprehend  real  distance  as  compared  to 
perspective,  the  surrounding  terrain  is  close  but  blurred  to  look  further  away.  He  has 
a bathroom  that  is  never  used  and  his  doors  are  tall  and  short  at  the  same  time.  He 
also  never  sleeps  in  his  bedroom,  where  he  keeps  a violin  that  he  cannot  actually 
play;  he  can  only  mimic,  not  create,  and  thus  the  music  he  plays  is  only  noise. 

This  sort  of  Death  has  a homey,  comforting  feel  to  him.  Because  he  wishes 
to  know  humanity  in  the  most  intimate  sense,  one  could  feel  like  he  would  be  an 
apt  pupil  instead  of  the  end  of  life  itself.  Plus,  there  is  an  advantage  to  being  able 
to  play  for  one’s  life.  Even  though  winning  is  apparently  almost  impossible,  going 
down  fighting  is  often  a human  dream.  Since  he  lives  in  a house,  this  Death  seems 
more  human.  He  even  adopts  a human  daughter.  Though  he  is  present  in  a science 
fiction  series  and  thus  is  certainly  fictional,  one  sort  of  hopes  to  see  him  on  the  final 
day. 

In  the  Bible,  Death  is  given  the  form  of  an  angel.  Often  referred  to  as  “the 
angel  of  the  Lord”  or  “the  destroyer,”  the  Angel  of  Death  is  responsible  for  the 
seventh  plague  of  Egypt  in  Exodus  11-12  (the  killing  of  the  first-born),  the  smiting  of 
the  Assyrian  soldiers  in  Kings  II,  and  is  seen  standing  between  the  earth  and  heaven 
in  Chronicles  I.  Like  many  characterizations  of  Death,  the  angel  is  neutral  and  simply 
does  as  is  required  of  him. 
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Judaism  gives  the  Angel  of  Death  a name:  Azrael,  meaning  “Whom  God 
Helps.”  Created  by  God  on  the  first  day  in  Genesis,  he  has  twelve  wings  and  is 
covered  in  eyes.  At  the  hour  of  death,  he  stands  at  the  head  of  the  departing  and 
gives  them  a drop  of  gall  from  the  tip  of  his  sword.  This  is  what  reportedly  kills  them, 
and  the  soul  escapes  through  the  mouth.  Because  of  this,  Azrael  is  feared  even 
though  his  job  is  a necessary  one. 

Slavic  paganism  describes  Death  as  a woman,  clad  in  white  with  a never- 
dying  green  sprout  in  her  hand.  The  touch  of  this  sprout  would  put  a human  into 
everlasting  sleep.  She  would  then  carry  the  soul  to  “Vela,”  an  afterlife  shrouded  in 
mist.  In  Western  civilization,  she  eventually  became  the  Grim  Reaper  due  to  her 
ability  to  actually  cause  death.  This  ability  was  much  feared,  which  warped  her 
image  from  a demure  woman  to  a terrifying  specter. 

The  typical  image  of  the  black-cloaked  figure  carrying  a large  scythe  has 
been  in  use  since  the  fifteenth  century.  This  skeletal  creature  is,  in  some  legends, 
actually  able  to  cause  death  and  can  therefore  be  bribed  or  tricked  into  letting  its 
intended  victim  live.  Other  beliefs  do  claim  that  the  Grim  Reaper  can  only  lead  the 
deceased  on  to  their  afterlife.  The  Grim  Reaper  is  generally  thought  of  as  male,  even 
though  his  ancestor  was  a woman. 

Reminiscent  of  Slavic  writings,  Neil  Gaiman’s  Death  from  his  Sandman 
comics  is  female,  albeit  a young-looking  Goth  one.  She  is  an  energetic  and  kind 
woman  who  is  almost  matronly  to  her  brother,  Dream.  Ironically,  she  wears  an  Ankh, 
the  Egyptian  symbol  for  life,  around  her  neck.  Death  is  the  most  powerful  figure 
in  Gaiman’s  created  universe,  being  omniscient  and  the  only  one  of  her  immortal 
brethren  who  will  survive  the  end  of  the  universe.  On  the  flipside,  she  has  a teddy 
bear  named  Cavendish  that  she  treasures  above  all  else. 

It  bothers  Death  that  people  are  seldom  glad  to  meet  her.  She  feels  that 
they  should  understand  better  that  she  is  only  doing  her  job,  and  that  she  cares 
about  them  and  the  lives  they  are  leaving  behind.  In  her  own  eyes,  she  is  a merciful 
creature  even  though  she  is  sometimes  unexpected.  She  sees  herself  as  simply 
someone  who  puts  an  end  to  suffering. 

Even  with  these  representations  to  alleviate  the  terror,  most  humans 
continue  to  fear  death.  This  is  because  many  people  fear  the  unknown.  Fear  of 
death  itself,  called  “thanatophobia”  after  an  alternate  title  for  the  Greek  god  of 
death,  can  be  considered  an  irrational  one,  however,  since  there  is  nothing  science 
can  currently  do  about  its  inevitability.  There  are  healthier  fears  relating  to  death, 
such  as  the  fear  of  dying  with  your  loved  ones  left  unprepared.  Because  there 
are  ways  to  ensure  something  like  that  does  not  happen,  the  fear  is  less  likely  to 
overtake  a person’s  psyche.  When  someone  has  the  opportunity  to  wait  for  death 
instead  of  having  it  thrust  upon  them,  it  might  help  the  fear  or  at  least  calm  it. 
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Emily  Dickinson  wrote  several  poems  on  death,  but  one  in  particular 
mentions  him  as  a tangible  figure.  “Because  I could  not  stop  for  Death”  has  a kind 
Death,  stopping  to  pick  up  a woman  who  has  no  time  to  die.  He  takes  her  on  a 
journey  to  her  great  rest,  where  they  pass  a school  and  fields  at  a slow  and  relaxing 
pace.  She  speaks  at  the  end  of  centuries  passing  like  a single  day,  giving  the  reader 
an  idea  that  the  afterlife  is  a place  where  time  flies.  The  first  stanza  is  a beautifully 
rendered  piece  of  writing: 

Because  I could  not  stop  for  Death 
He  kindly  stopped  for  me 
The  Carriage  held  but  just  ourselves 
And  Immortality. 

This  first  stanza  mentions  Death’s  kindness,  and  the  next  his  civility.  Perhaps 
in  Dickinson’s  mind,  Death  was  less  of  an  imposing,  cloaked  specter  and  more  of 
an  English  gentleman.  Death  is  a necessary  thing,  so  much  so  that  he  is  willing  to 
wait  for  her  even  though  she  is  busy.  The  next  stanza  brings  the  reader  to  another 
idea: 

And  I had  put  away 
My  labor  and  my  leisure  too 
For  his  civility 

These  lines  give  the  reader  an  idea  that  perhaps  Death  is  less  frightening 
and  more  something  to  look  forward  to  - a nice  rest  after  a hard  life’s  work. 

Because  Death  is  such  a kind  and  benevolent  figure,  the  narrator  is  not  afraid  to 
go  with  him.  This  is  a contrast  to  most  other  characterizations  of  Death;  humans 
are  rarely  happy  to  see  them.  Dickinson’s  Death  may  not  wear  the  dark  cloak  and 
carry  the  scythe,  and  perhaps  he  is  only  a person  rather  than  some  intimidating 
specter.  This  sort  of  idea,  death  as  a rest,  is  much  more  calming  than  the  idea  of 
disappearing  forever. 

Every  culture  has  some  idea  of  what  happens  after  death.  The  major 
religions  have  the  most  widely-known  and  accepted  versions,  based  on  their 
different  belief  systems.  These  ideas  were  created  to  alleviate  the  fear  of  death  in 
the  masses,  and  faith  certainly  comes  into  play.  There  is  no  point  to  having  a great 
idea  if  no  one  believes  in  it;  faith  affects  whether  or  not  a person  actually  believes 
the  teachings.  Examples  of  this  concept  are  found  all  over  the  world,  in  every  major 
religion. 

For  example,  Hinduism  teaches  reincarnation  and  an  immortal  soul.  Death 
is  therefore  not  the  end  of  life  but  a natural  process  that  allows  a soul  to  rest  before 
going  on  to  the  next  adventure.  Until  a soul  is  liberated  by  a perfect  life,  it  continues 
in  this  cycle  for  as  long  as  it  takes  for  the  soul  to  overcome  the  delusions  that  life 
sets  before  it.  It  must  discard  preferences  and  prejudices  before  it  can  become 
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whole  and  complete. 

Buddhism  shares  the  belief  of  reincarnation,  as  well  as  the  idea  that  the 
ultimate  goal  of  life  is  to  reach  completeness.  Buddha  taught  that  what  binds 
humans  to  life  is  desire,  and  if  one  could  get  rid  of  desire  completely,  they  would 
reach  enlightenment.  The  difference  between  Hindu  beliefs  of  death  and  Buddhist 
ones  is  that  Buddhists  do  not  believe  in  immortal  souls.  Instead  of  souls,  Buddhists 
believe  that  humans  are  made  up  of  desires,  habits,  memories,  and  sensations. 
This  makeup  fools  humans  into  believing  in  a lasting  self.  The  false  self  reincarnates 
over  and  over  again  until  the  individual  abandons  this  sense  of  self.  At  this  point, 
one  dissolves  into  nothingness. 

One  of  the  most  widely-known  belief  system  is  that  of  the  Christians,  who 
believe  in  two  different  forms  of  the  afterlife:  heaven  and  hell.  If  a person  is  good, 
they  go  to  heaven;  evil,  they  go  to  hell.  There  are  many  conflicting  ideas  throughout 
the  Christian  denominations  as  to  what  is  horrible  enough  to  send  one  to  hell,  but 
the  general  idea  remains  intact.  Some  denominations  send  a person  there  for  a 
heavy  sin,  like  murder  or  rape.  Others  would  arrive  in  Hell  for  wearing  a shirt  made 
of  two  different  fabrics.  Heaven,  on  the  other  hand,  is  depicted  as  a paradise 
beyond  any  on  earth,  a place  one  goes  if  they  live  their  lives  the  way  God  wills. 
Representations  include  a grassy  field,  a bright  and  happy  city,  or  a realm  made  of 
clouds.  Some  also  believe  that  flying  is  possible  in  heaven. 

Growing  up  Episcopalian,  I was  taught  about  heaven  and  hell  in  detail. 
However,  I believe  that  there  is  no  hell,  only  a heaven.  This  belief  stems  from  my 
faith  that  God  is  an  all-loving  being  who  would  never  condemn  any  of  his  truly 
repentant  children  to  eternal  damnation.  To  support  this,  I also  believe  that  because 
God  in  all  His/Her/ltsTTheir  glory  would  so  amaze  and  repair  even  the  most  evil 
person  could  not  bear  to  be  out  of  His/Her/lts/Their  presence,  and  so  would  truly 
repent.  If  I could  not  force  myself  to  believe  that  God  was  so  loving  and  forgiving,  I 
could  not  bring  myself  to  worship  Him/Her/It/Them.  The  pain  of  knowing  that  God 
would  send  me  to  hell  for  my  sins  would  be  unbearable. 

Piers  Anthony’s  Death,  Zane,  deals  personally  with  issues  of  Heaven  and 
Hell.  The  novel  On  a Pale  Horse  (part  of  the  Incarnations  of  Immortality  series),  has 
a bit  more  to  do  with  the  afterlife  than  many  other  authors  who  use  Death  in  their 
stories  and  actually  uses  Satan  and  God  as  characters.  Zane’s  job  is  to  deliver 
souls  that  are  perfectly  balanced  between  Heaven  and  Hell  and  figure  out  where 
they  should  go.  He  has  a pair  of  stones  that  measure  good  and  evil  to  help  him 
decide.  However,  it  is  never  a simple  decision;  it  is  possible  to  do  a bad  thing  for  a 
good  reason,  which  turns  into  a heavy  plot  point. 

Zane  falls  in  love  with  a mortal  woman.  He  ends  up  having  to  save  her  from 
a personification  of  Satan,  who  wants  to  cut  her  life  short.  Because  Zane  is  the 
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incarnation  of  Death,  however,  he  discovers  that  in  this  instance  he  has  more  power 
than  the  Devil.  In  life,  Zane  found  himself  to  be  pathetic  and  unworthy  of  love,  so  his 
power  as  Death  helps  him  learn  to  like  himself.  For  once,  he  is  happy,  even  after  he 
so  loathed  the  idea  of  taking  lives. 

On  a different  note,  George  Pendle,  author  of  Death:  A Life,  has  created 
a kind  creature  to  be  his  Reaper.  This  Death,  like  Gaiman’s,  believes  his  to  be  a 
necessary  duty,  but  unlike  her  he  understands  why  the  dying  might  find  him  to  be 
frightening  or  at  least  unpleasant  to  behold.  It’s  a bit  frustrating  for  him,  since  he 
likes  humanity  so  much,  but  since  not  even  he  knows  what  happens  in  the  afterlife 
he  recognizes  the  human  fear  of  death.  Death  talks  to  his  love  interest  about  the 
afterlife,  concluding  that  he  thinks  “it  depends  on  what  you  believe  in”  (91). 

This  concept,  that  perhaps  the  afterlife  is  fully  based  on  what  a person 
believes  will  happen,  may  be  a comfort  to  some  (like  me)  and  a curse  to  others. 

For  example,  a person  may  strongly  believe  in  a paradise  for  all  people.  If  Pendle’s 
idea  were  to  be  fact,  that  person  would  be  placed  in  that  paradise  after  death  and 
thus  have  no  reason  to  fear.  However,  another  person  might  believe  that  all  people, 
as  sinners,  end  up  in  a horrific  underworld  where  they  will  be  tortured  for  eternity. 
Therefore,  they  would  be  rightfully  terrified  of  dying. 

There  is,  for  atheists,  the  idea  that  after  death  there  is  nothing.  Once 
a human  closes  their  eyes  for  the  final  time,  perhaps  the  consciousness  just 
disintegrates  and  never  feels  anything  again.  For  some  people,  this  is  a liberating 
idea  - they  don’t  have  to  worry  about  final  judgments  that  could  land  them  in 
eternal  torture.  Their  belief  is  that  because  death  is  inevitable,  there  should  be  no 
fear  of  its  coming. 

A personified  Death  often  walks  hand-in-hand  with  a version  of  the  afterlife.  Howev 
er,  one  Death  in  particular  stands  out  by  saying  nothing  on  the  subject.  Neil  Gaiman 
worked  with  Discworld  author  Terry  Pratchett  to  bring  Death  to  life  in  Good  Omens, 
a story  about  the  Apocalypse  gone  horribly  wrong.  Their  Death  is  described 
masterfully: 

There  was  a grin  on  its  face,  but  then,  given  the  face,  there  couldn't  have 
been  anything  else. . .all  he  could  see  were  two  spots  of  blue  that  might  have 
been  eyes,  and  might  have  been  distant  stars.  (Gaiman  188) 

In  the  novel,  Death  is  the  leader  of  the  Four  Horsemen  of  the  Apocalypse 
(War,  Famine,  and  Pollution  being  the  other  three)  just  as  he  is  in  the  book  of 
Revelations.  While  he  is  intimidating  and  cold,  he  is  not  cruel.  The  first  time 
someone  is  shown  dying  in  the  book,  Death  himself  is  present;  the  book  simply 
says  that  there  is  a grey  mist  to  fall  through,  and  then  nothing.  It  is  not  portrayed  as 
frightening  in  any  way  - simply  peaceful. 

However,  the  idea  of  nothingness  is  hardly  as  simple  as  it  first  sounds. 
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Humans  take  parts  of  life  for  granted,  from  breathing  to  sleeping  to  walking  and 
running.  It  seems  that  no  one  alive  could  comprehend  what  it  would  feel  like  to 
never  again  do  any  of  those  things.  Blind  people  know  total  darkness,  and  the  deaf 
know  silence.  Some  even  know  both.  But  there  is  no  way  to  find  out  what  it  would 
be  like  to  never  feel  anything  again.  This  might  be  more  terrifying  than  having  some 
idea  of  the  afterlife,  even  if  the  idea  is  hell.  After  all,  fear  of  the  unknown  comes  back 
into  play  more  strongly,  since  there  is  no  way  to  analyze  nothingness. 

Because  death  is  such  a frightening  subject,  humans  do  what  they  can  to 
deal  with  it.  Often,  the  word  itself  is  avoided.  However,  many  choose  to  make  jokes 
about  death  and  laugh  at  it  to  keep  from  being  scared.  For  example: 

Three  buddies  die  in  a car  crash  and  go  to  heaven  to  an  orientation. 

They  are  all  asked,  “When  you  are  in  your  casket  and  friends  and  family  are 
mourning  upon  you,  what  would  you  like  to  hear  them  say  about  you?” 

The  first  guy  says,  “I  would  like  to  hear  them  say  that  I was  a great  doctor  of 
my  time  and  a great  family  man.” 

The  second  guy  says,  “I  would  like  to  hear  that  I was  a wonderful  husband 
and  school  teacher  which  made  a huge  difference  in  our  children  of 
tomorrow.” 

The  last  guy  replies,  “I  would  like  to  hear  them  say,  “Look,  he's  moving!”” 
This  sort  of  joke  makes  death  seem  much  less  terrifying.  To  laugh  at  such 
a terrifying  thing  is  not  only  comforting  but  also  rather  satisfying.  Death  is  inevitable 
and  so  far  nothing  can  stop  it,  but  there  are  ways  to  keep  it  from  being  so  scary,  at 
least  for  a short  while  at  a time.  It  is  a way  that  humans  fight  death  and  the  fear  of 
the  unknown  afterlife. 

“Humans  are  frighteningly  fragile  creatures,”  says  Kazutaka  Muraki,  a 
character  in  Yoko  Matsushita’s  manga  series  Yami  no  Matsuei.  This  quote  has 
always  affected  me  deeply  and  personally  because  it  rings  so  true.  The  soft, 
unarmored  bodies  of  humans  are  subject  to  all  kinds  of  abuse  as  the  normality  of 
life  takes  its  toll.  Death  can  be  sudden  or  lasting,  depending  on  the  situation,  and 
it  is  never  easy  to  watch  a loved  one  die.  However,  a long  lasting  death  gives  time 
to  mourn.  This  may  or  may  not  be  a fair  trade,  but  sometimes  leaving  others  with 
clean  slates  is  a good  thing.  A sudden  death  can  leave  many  issues  unresolved, 
from  incomplete  wills  to  horrific  mourning. 

When  treating  terminally  ill  patients,  doctors  do  not  use  the  words  “death”  or 
“dying.”  Instead,  they  discuss  death  by  bringing  up  programs  like  Hospice  to  bring 
up  topics  associated  with  death  rather  than  telling  the  patient  directly.  This  gives 
the  patient  an  understanding  of  their  situation  without  actually  hitting  them  over  the 
head  with  the  fact  of  their  impending  death.  According  to  a study  on  this  tactic, 
patients  remained  calm  when  told  of  their  situation.  Doctors  base  their  words  on  the 
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different  reactions  given  by  the  patients. 

This  process  is  called  “unpackaging”:  removing  the  gloss  carefully  and 
allowing  the  patient  to  understand  without  alarm.  It  is  a method  that  relies  on  the 
patients’  reactions  to  the  news  - the  longer  it  takes  for  them  to  truly  understand, 
the  longer  the  gloss  remains.  Once  the  gloss  has  been  removed  and  the  patient  is 
aware  of  the  situation,  the  doctor  can  move  on  to  issues  of  comfort  and  stability. 
This  entire  process  usually  takes  three  interviews  for  the  patient  to  come  to  terms 
with  the  truth. 

The  ideal  death,  according  to  Hospice,  is  one  that  lacks  pain,  involves  the 
constant  presence  of  close  family  members,  awareness  of  the  coming  death,  and 
control  over  the  decisions  made  by  the  family  after  death.  Obviously,  this  is  very 
hard  to  achieve  when  a sickness  has  been  drawn  out  for  a long  time.  The  quality 
of  death  has  little  effect  on  the  survivors;  sudden  deaths  leave  the  spouse  with  no 
time  to  grieve,  and  long  sicknesses  draw  out  that  same  grief  as  well  as  the  pain  and 
burden  of  death.  However,  according  to  most,  the  ideal,  “good”  death  is  impossible 
to  create  due  to  sudden  departure  or  immense  pain;  the  quality  of  death  has  little 
effect  on  the  family  left  behind  because  they  are  distressed  in  every  situation. 
Unfortunately,  programs  like  Hospice  are  designed  to  care  for  the  ill;  they  do  little  in 
helping  the  families  with  important  decisions  like  wills. 

Soon,  however,  humans  may  be  able  to  escape  death’s  clutches.  Currently, 
many  scientists  are  working  on  ways  to  stop  the  aging  process.  Immortality  has 
been  sought  by  humankind  for  centuries  as  a way  to  defeat  death.  For  years, 
scientists  could  not  figure  out  the  ways  human  bodies  worked,  and  thus  could  not 
find  a real  way  to  stop  them  from  aging.  Until  the  birth  of  modern  medicine,  old  men 
were  made  to  inhale  the  breath  of  virgin  girls  to  restore  moisture  in  their  old  skin 
and  bones.  At  the  end  of  the  nineteenth  century,  people  would  inject  the  macerated 
sex  glands  of  monkeys  or  dogs  to  keep  them  from  aging.  In  1953,  science  finally 
divined  the  structure  of  DNA  and  the  aging  process;  this  meant  that  real  work  on 
immortality  could  begin. 

The  top  scientist  in  the  field  at  this  time  is  Aubrey  De  Grey,  who  proposes 
to  mess  with  the  actual  essential  biochemical  paths  that  drive  the  aging  process. 
Scientists  would  need  to  actually  intervene  with  the  cellular  processes  that  cause 
aging.  De  Grey  says  that  science  should  find  a way  to  do  this  in  the  next  100 
years  and  bring  the  human  lifespan  to  5,000;  the  reason  he  cuts  off  the  age  at  all 
is  because  his  work  focuses  only  on  aging.  If  his  dream  were  to  come  to  fruition  at 
this  time,  humans  would  still  be  susceptible  to  illnesses  and  issues  not  related  to 
aging.  However,  with  other  scientific  advances  being  made  every  day,  it  seems  likely 
that  many  other  health  problems  will  be  solved  before  De  Grey’s  experiments  are 
complete. 
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Healthy  cells  have  parts  called  lysosomes  that  digest  certain  damaged 
or  old  proteins,  lipids,  and  nucleic  acids;  these  are  then  broken  down  into  their 
basic  chemical  components  and  flushed  into  the  bloodstream  for  removal.  We  age 
because  those  proteins,  nucleic  acids,  and  lipids  in  our  bodies  become  chemically 
modified  over  time.  When  this  happens,  healthy  cells  can  no  longer  digest  those 
essential  parts  and  their  lysosomes  become  overburdened  with  only  partially  eaten 
bits. 

De  Grey  proposes  that  those  overburdened  lysosomes  could  be  modified 
to  make  them  compatible  with  the  rest  of  the  cells.  The  bacterial  gene  would  then 
create  new  enzymes  that  are  capable  of  breaking  down  those  undigested  proteins, 
lipids,  and  nucleic  acids.  He  has  been  unable  to  make  it  work  so  far,  but  hope 
remains  as  he  continues  his  work. 

So  instead  of  waiting  for  the  scientific  world  to  conquer  death,  humans  find 
ways  to  deal  with  it.  When  death  does  claim  someone,  many  cultures  celebrate  the 
deceased’s  life  instead  of  mourn  it.  A celebration  of  life  is  a way  to  keep  a positive 
focus  while  saying  goodbye;  this  is  a fairly  new  and  popular  way  to  have  a funeral. 
Dressing  in  black  is  still  the  norm,  but  in  the  South  funerals  also  bring  on  a party 
and  great  food.  After  the  interment,  the  funeral  party  moves  to  the  family’s  house 
and  hosts  a large  celebration  with  huge  amounts  of  food  and  usually  alcohol.  The 
death  itself  is  a sad  occasion,  but  Southerners  try  to  finish  mourning  before  the 
funeral  so  that  they  can  celebrate  the  life  of  their  friend  or  kin. 

In  Mexico,  the  second  of  November  is  reserved  for  the  Dia  de  los  Muertos, 
or  the  Day  of  the  Dead.  The  traditions  range  from  building  private  family  altars 
with  sugar-spun  skulls  and  marigolds  to  partying  and  eating  into  the  night.  Family 
members  and  friends  bring  gifts  of  favorite  foods  and  beverages  to  the  altars  to 
honor  the  dead.  Toys  are  brought  to  the  graves  of  children.  The  planning  for  this 
event  lasts  all  year.  Three  days  are  given  to  the  cleaning  and  decorating  of  family 
graves,  and  the  gathering  of  the  goods  for  gifts  happens  all  through  the  year. 

Pillows  and  blankets  are  left  out  so  that  the  deceased  can  rest  after  their  journey 
to  the  festivities.  A skull  is  the  common  symbol  for  this  day.  It  is  represented  in 
everything  from  masks  to  dolls  to  food.  The  Day  of  the  Dead  is  not  only  celebrated 
in  Mexico,  but  in  the  United  States,  Latin  America,  Europe,  and  Asia  as  well.  The 
traditions  differ  from  place  to  place. 

In  the  United  States,  the  Day  of  the  Dead  is  sometimes  used  to  give  out 
political  statements  and  show  artistic  talent.  Texas  and  Arizona  are  famous  for  their 
mostly  traditional  celebrations.  Tucson  even  has  an  annual  parade,  where  people 
in  skeleton  masks  march  through  the  streets  with  urns  into  which  people  can  put 
prayers  to  be  burned.  In  Los  Angeles,  however,  artists  use  the  holiday  to  create 
altars  to  casualties  of  the  Iraq  War  to  show  the  high  mortality  rate  of  Latin  soldiers. 
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The  Day  of  the  Dead  is  celebrated  in  Prague  as  part  of  a promotion  done  by  the 
Mexican  embassy.  Theatre  groups  gather  and  put  together  a presentation  complete 
with  masks,  candles,  and  sugar-spun  skulls.  Many  European  countries  have 
traditions  on  this  day  to  light  candles  and  visit  the  graves  of  loved  ones.  In  some 
countries,  it  is  even  traditional  to  go  to  the  cemeteries  with  no  hats  and  kneel  at  the 
graves,  sometimes  anointing  the  headstones  with  libations  of  milk  or  holy  water. 

These  celebrations  aid  in  dealing  with  death  as  an  idea.  To  know  that  the 
soul  will  be  able  to  return  for  a visit  every  year  is  comforting  for  some,  especially 
those  who  are  focused  on  their  family.  In  addition,  celebrating  death  instead  of 
simply  mourning  it  makes  it  easier  to  move  on  past  a loved  one’s  demise.  To 
remember  them  as  a living  person  and  celebrate  the  good  things  done  in  their  lives 
is  much  more  heartening  than  to  dwell  on  the  fact  that  they  are  gone. 

Of  course,  not  every  death  is  made  into  a celebration  of  life  and  goodness. 
Many  places  still  have  the  traditional  funeral,  with  black  clothing  and  sad  eulogies. 

All  over  the  world,  different  cultures  mourn  their  loved  ones  in  different  ways, 
some  sad  and  some  celebratory.  As  the  world  changes,  so  do  some  customs,  but 
tradition  is  a strong  aspect  of  society  in  some  parts  of  the  planet. 

Christians  have  long,  drawn-out  processes  to  their  funerals.  Due  to  the 
many  denominations,  there  are  many  different  rituals.  Some  lay  the  body  out  to 
be  seen  in  the  casket;  others  cremate  and  the  ashes  are  put  in  an  urn  or  box. 

Some  churches  even  keep  the  ashes  after  the  ceremony  in  a large  room.  Most 
denominations  take  up  alms  in  honor  of  the  deceased,  or  the  mourners  can  make 
a donation  to  a certain  charity.  Often,  after  the  memorial  service,  the  mourners 
accompany  the  body  to  the  cemetery  for  burial.  Once  this  process  is  completed, 
there  is  often  a party  or  reception  to  honor  the  dead. 

Buddhists  believe,  as  mentioned  above,  that  the  body  is  not  particularly 
important  and  only  the  soul  goes  on.  The  body  is  taken  to  a flat  rock,  dismembered, 
ground  up,  and  fed  to  vultures;  while  this  seems  harsh,  it  turns  out  that  vultures  are 
sacred  animals.  The  Tibetan  Buddhists  believe  that  because  vultures  do  not  kill  and 
instead  accept  whatever  sustenance  comes  to  them,  they  are  simply  sustaining  life. 

Hindus  from  all  over  the  world  make  a pilgrimage  to  die  in  their  sacred 
city,  Banaras,  on  the  Ganges  River.  It  is  believed  that  dying  there  will  break  the 
cycle  of  life  and  rebirth,  which  will  allow  the  soul  to  ascend.  There  are  as  many  as 
eighty  funeral  pyres  located  along  the  banks  of  the  river  so  that  the  bodies  may  be 
cremated  after  death;  often,  however,  a family  will  simply  float  the  corpse  down  the 
river. 

Death  is  a terrifying  idea  to  much  of  the  human  race,  and  not  knowing  what 
happens  in  the  end  makes  it  all  the  more  frightening.  Humans  do  everything  they 
can  to  face  death  head-on,  from  jokes  to  celebrations  to  parodies  in  literature  and 
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movies.  Reading  a story  or  watching  a film  involving  a kind  or  benevolent  Death 
can  help  soothe  the  fear  of  the  unknown.  Perhaps  this  is  even  the  author’s  intent. 
Neither  humans  nor  animals  can  avoid  death,  and  the  fear  of  it  will  most  likely 
never  go  away.  To  save  sanity,  humans  try  to  put  it  in  a better  light  through  jokes 
and  celebrations  focusing  on  life.  In  the  words  of  Terry  Pratchett  and  Neil  Gaiman’s 
Death: 

“Don’t  think  of  it  as  dying... just  think  of  it  as  leaving  early  to  avoid  the  rush.” 
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The  Myth  of  War 

By  Mark  Poor 


Only  two  weeks  after  the  Armistice  in  1918,  a group  of  Kansas  Citians  met 
to  discuss  creating  a monument  to  the  millions  of  lives  - 479  from  Kansas  City 
alone  - lost  in  the  “War  to  end  all  wars,”  or  at  least  the  first  with  that  noble  ambition, 
World  War  I.  The  Liberty  Memorial  Association  raised  $2.5  million  (equivalent  to 
about  $40  million  today)  in  ten  days  in  1919  to  fund  construction  of  the  monument, 
which  was  then  completed  in  1926.  Young  Captain  Harry  Truman,  a veteran  from 
Independence,  helped  plan  the  dedication  ceremony,  which  featured  President 
Calvin  Coolidge  as  keynote  speaker.  Sixty-eight  years  later,  citizens  approved  a 
bond  measure  that  would  finance  the  National  WWI  Museum,  to  be  built  at  the 
base  of  the  Memorial.  Completed  just  five  years  ago,  Kansas  City’s  WWI  Museum 
has  been  officially  recognized  by  Congress  as  the  only  one  in  the  U.S.  dedicated 
to  the  men  and  women  who  served  in  World  War  I.  Its  main  mission:  to  collect, 
preserve  and  interpret  World  War  I artifacts. 

Since  there  are  but  a handful  of  people  in  the  world  still  alive  who  had 
anything  directly  to  do  with  World  War  I,  how  does  the  Museum  raise  money 
to  maintain  itself,  almost  a century  and  many  wars  after  our  first  Big  Mistake? 
Volunteerism  continues  - friends  in  city  government  have  chipped  in  city  revenues 
annually  since  the  Museum  opened  to  make  up  shortfalls,  and  grants  have  been 
endowed.  While  not  expected  to  turn  a profit  immediately,  the  Museum  operates 
humbly  and  unabashedly  as  a 21  st  century  market  of  war  honor,  a theme  mall 
conceived  ideally  to  attract  tourists  to  a History  Corner  in  the  Crown  Center- 
Union  Station-Science  City  complex  downtown.  Visitors  shopping  and  lodging  in 
the  enclosed  utopia  of  Crown  Center  next  door  also  do  occasionally  spill  money 
into  local  pockets  as  they  loll  agog  at  interesting  scientific  and  historical  facts. 
Customers  are  transformed  into  students  paying  for  entertaining  education  at 
Science  City  and  the  WWI  Museum,  though  evidently  insufficiently  so  far  to  make 
either  a self-supporting  enterprise.  Kansas  City  is  proud  of  its  facts,  but  would  be 
happier  with  more  profit. 

The  Museum  is  organized  concentrically  around  the  base  of  the  Memorial 
tower  and  displays  about  3500  of  the  over  100,000  WWI  objects  the  Memorial  has 
collected.  Entry  is  through  thick  doors  that  suggest  a bunker;  inside  is  a symbolic 
bridge  over  fabric  flowers,  a little  cinema  theater,  a bigger  theater  called  the 
Horizon,  a couple  of  exhibit  halls,  a small  souvenir  shop,  and  the  Over  There  Cafe. 
Designed  by  renowned  monument  architects  Ralph  Appelbaum  Associates,  the 
Museum  takes  up  over  30,000  square  feet,  and  is  attached  to  an  additional  20,000 
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square  feet  containing  a research  and  storage  facility. 

But  this  is  no  ordinary,  staid  museum.  It’s  state  of  the  art,  interesting  and 
interactive,  with  many  video  game-like  features  that  appeal  especially  to  young 
males.  The  Exhibit  Hall,  jam-packed  with  weapons  of  all  sizes,  film-looped 
fact-spewing  displays,  and  virtual  game  tables  is  a sophisticated  arcade.  Boys 
(or  girls,  though  most  seem  scornful)  can  aim  and  “fire”  different  machine  guns, 
“drop”  varieties  of  bombs,  or  email  personally-made  war  propaganda  posters  to 
unsuspecting  peacenik  pals. 

There  are  even  “Reflections”  audio  alcoves  that  resemble  tanning  booths, 
where  one  can  sit  thoughtfully  like  PeeWee  Herman  and  listen  in  private  to  poetry, 
music  and  other  sounds  from  the  era. 

“From  the  beginning,  we  were  conscious  of  making  this  a museum  where 
you  are  really  guided  through  and  told  the  history  by  the  people  who  were  there,” 
says  curator  Doran  Cart. 

Memory  Hall,  up  the  elevator,  is  a more  traditional  collection  that  older 
visitors  might  feel  more  comfortable  to  be  around.  Once  a small  number  of  people 
have  accumulated,  a current  attendant  makes  sure  to  call  attention  to  the  historical 
figures  in  the  painting  over  the  entrance.  Imperceptibly  damaging  the  artwork 
by  using  his  laser-pointer  to  put  a red  dot  on  Woodrow  Wilson,  John  Pershing, 
Marshal  Ferdinand  Foch  of  France,  or  Admiral  David  Beatty  of  France,  the  attendant 
explains  the  importance  of  each  in  turn.  He  or  she  later  doubles  as  a cashier  for 
souvenir  purchases. 

An  early  Harley- Davidson  motorcycle  is  also  on  display  in  Memory  Hall.  The 
U.S.  Army  had  several  thousand  built  for  use  in  France  as  a multi-purpose  vehicle. 
The  bike  is  still  in  good  shape,  with  all  original  equipment  except  for  the  tires.  For 
anyone  who  digs  vintage  motorbikes,  it’s  a sharp  antique,  and  great  conversation 
fodder  for  tailgate  parties  or  quiet  moments  at  the  NASCAR  track. 

Both  Halls  are  reached  by  crossing  the  Paul  Sunderland  Bridge,  a slab  of 
glass  that  spans  a “field”  of  9000  silk  poppies,  each  representing  1 000  of  the  9 
million  casualties  of  WWI. 

No  matter  what  kinds  of  follies  man  comes  up  with,  the  poppies  will  always 
come  back,”  explains  Executive  Director  Steve  Berkheiser.  Ironically  poppies, 
known  nowadays  as  the  source  of  drugs  illegal  and  addictive  as  war,  were  once 
considered  poetic  metaphors  for  life. 

Across  the  bridge  another  attendant  greets  visitors  and  tears  tickets 
before  allowing  admission  to  the  orientation  movie  in  the  little  theater.  Around 
the  corner  is  the  Horizon  Theater,  housed  in  a bleakly  realistic  trench  warfare 
tableau.  Surrounding  Exhibit  Hall  is  a walkway  lined  with  touch  screens  that  display 
innumerable  photos  of  military  men  and  women  lost  on  all  sides  of  the  War.  Simply 
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name  and  rank  are  given,  yet  uncannily  it  seems  these  are  portraits  of  people  who 
could’ve  been  lost  yesterday  in  Afghanistan  or  Iraq. 

World  War  I began  in  July  1914,  after  the  assassination  in  Sarajevo  of 
Austrian  Archduke  Franz  Ferdinand  (immortalized  in  2002  by  the  formation  of  rock 
group  Franz  Ferdinand)  and  his  wife  by  Gavrilo  Princip,  a member  of  the  Young 
Bosnia  separatists. 

Beyond  that,  the  War’s  causes  are  still  a matter  of  discussion.  Certainly 
it  seems  the  time  was  ripe.  European  royalty  was  actually  quite  interrelated  and 
competitive,  and  a network  of  inscrutable  alliances  was  invoked,  much  like  credit 
default  insurance  swaps  and  unregulated  derivative  markets  help  bring  about  the 
world  financial  crisis  of  2008.  For  just  bad  blood,  Kaiser  Wilhelm  II  of  Germany  was 
the  grandson  of  Britain’s  Queen  Victoria,  and  English  naval  supremacy  seemed  to 
peeve  him.  When  it  was  all  over,  the  mess  was  exacerbated  by  a poorly-wrought 
peace,  such  that  only  a couple  of  decades  later,  a bitter  Corporal  A.  Hitler  decided 
to  run  for  office  on  a sort  of  “Let’s  do  this  over  again— correctly  and  with  vengeance 
this  time”  platform. 

The  World  War  I Museum  at  the  Liberty  Memorial  does  allow  visitors  to 
assimilate  a multitude  of  facts  and  figures  to  make  their  own  judgments  about  why 
the  War  began  and  what  lessons  can  be  applied  today.  Perhaps  someone  who 
goes  to  the  Museum  in  2010  will  be  in  a position  some  time  in  the  future  to  prevent 
world  destruction,  based  on  a lesson  learned  one  afternoon  at  the  foot  of  that 
smoking  gun  barrel  aimed  at  the  sky  in  Kansas  City. 


Addendum 

The  stupendous,  incalculable  irrationality  of  war  is  easiest  to  mythologize  when 
it’s  past.  Atrocities  gradually  become  statistics.  Eventually  we  can  joke  about 
it.  But  almost  immediately,  the  most  fruitful  profits  of  war  are  realized  when  it 
is  transformed  into  entertainment,  for  example  as  movies  or  tv  shows,  but  also 
nowadays,  even  as  news  media  coverage. 

The  myth  is  always  that  war  is  a necessary  struggle  by  good  people  against 
evil  ones,  to  teach  the  enemy  a lesson  as  well  as  prove  the  triumphant  power  of 
goodness  and  truth  over  malevolence  and  falsehood.  Hence,  those  of  our  side 
who  suffer  or  die  in  this  struggle  are  making  the  most  valiant  sacrifice  for  their  fellow 
good  countrypeople.  Like  Jesus,  these  fallen  deserve  to  be  honored,  and  causes  in 
their  name  donated  to  forever  after. 
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Simplicity 

By  Amy  Richardson 
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Dessert:  Visual  Expression 


Dessert:  Visvcil  Expression 


Battle 

By  Amy  Richardson 
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Doctor  and  Bea 

By  Jacob  Sutherland 
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Dessert:  Visual  Expression 


Dessert:  Visvctl  Expression 


By  David  Weinkauff 
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By  David  Weinkauff 
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Dessert:  Visual  Expression 


Dessert:  Visual  Expression 


By  David  Weinkauff 
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Axel  with  Ice  Cream 

By  Charlotte  Bishop 
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Dessert:  Visited  Expression 


The  Watchmaker 

By  Darcy  Hunstiger 


Serenade  of  clocks, 

Their  carved  wooden  stocks, 
Tactfully  hewn  with  care. 

Ornate  keyed  locks, 

In  dim  twilight  shops, 

At  the  Watchmaker’s  Corner  Repair. 

Tick-tock  and  a chime  on  the  hour, 

High  shrill  notes,  some  bright, 

Others  sour. 

Symphony  sinister,  sings  all  the  night, 

By  sunshine,  by  lantern  light. 

So  all  the  while  they  sit  and  stare, 
Counting  our  lives  away,  not  a minute  astray, 
At  the  Watchmaker’s  Corner  Repair. 

Winding,  grinding,  binding  gears... 
Churning  and  whirring  countless  years. 
Monotonous  they  drone, 

Through  all  that  we’ve  known, 

A task  only  surpassed  by  despair. 

Silent  they  ring, 

Bells  for  a King... 

At  the  Watchmaker’s  Corner  Repair. 
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Reservoir 

By  Darcy  Hunstiger 


May  I only  draw  tears  from  Your  well, 
From  the  reservoir  of  God’s  heart. 

The  vastness  of  which  no  mortal  can  tell, 

In  which  I am  blessed  to  take  part. 

Imagine  a partnership  with  the  Self-sufficient, 
To  share  His  joy  and  His  pain... 

The  emotions  of  the  immutable  Omniscient, 

I could  think  of  no  greater  a thing. 
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Two  Human  Hearts 

By  Darcy  Hunstiger 


I would  have  loved  you  forever, 

I would  never  relent. 

There  are  ties  I wont  sever... 

I follow  behind  you, 

And  pitch  my  tent. 

If  it  was  only  a portion  you  had  lent  to  me, 
It  was  more  than  enough. 

I kept  it  so  neat  and  clean, 

Never  mistreat  it  or  be  too  rough... 

For  you  mean  the  world  to  me, 

Oh  what  I’d  do, 

That  you’d  see. 

I’ll  never  give  up, 

Never  look  back... 

‘cause  everything  I see  in  you... 

Is  everything  I lack. 

All  the  better  parts, 

Of  two  human  hearts. 
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Coffee: 


The  Rockingchair 

By  Darcy  Hunstiger 


Beware. 

Behest. 

Old  Rockingchair  and  her  golden  crest... 
Creak-crack-clickety-clack. . . 

Sharp  sticks  in  her  back. 
Whirr-whirr... 

Woe  to  her,  who  sits  in  the  seat... 
Polished  and  neat, 
Creak-crack-clickety-clack. . . 

Who  dares  rest  in  those  arms  of  black! 

Crafted  in  ingenious  ways, 

An  heirloom  of  forgotten  days... 

But  woe  to  he  that  sits  in  thee... 

For  upon  the  weary  she  preys. 
Creak-crack-clickety-clack. . . 

Yet  her  venom  does  not  lack. 

She  betrays  those  who  stray  too  close, 
Leaving  them  torpor  and  comatose. 
Creak-crack-clickety-clack. . . 

Fast  asleep  in  her  arms  of  black. 

The  paint  chips,  the  finish  fades... 
Her  wood  decays,  her  fabric  frays... 
But  still  she  whispers  as  the  lays, 

In  pieces  on  the  ground... 

“Come  to  me  where  rest  may  be  found.” 

But  do  not  look, 

And  do  not  see... 

For  in  her  depths, 

Wrought  her  own  destiny. 
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Beautiful  to  Me 

By  Tamra  Duston 


Wind  wisping  through  the  trees, 

This  is  beautiful  to  me. 

Finding  questions  all  around, 
Listening  to  the  silent  sound. 
Looking  for  the  only  key, 

This  is  beautiful  to  me. 

The  Wise  can  have  Wisdom 
While  knowing  no  thing. 
Speechless  birds  can  talk, 

For  they  know  how  to  sing. 

They  walk  on  their  feet 
And  fly  on  the  wing. 

Mysteries  will  al’  abound 
From  the  quiet  silent  sound. 
Watching,  listening,  quietly, 

This  is  beautiful  to  me. 

Moving  softly  o’er  the  ground, 

By  the  silence,  noise  is  drowned. 

If  ever  you  wonder 
What  this  or  that  means, 

Look  near,  and  look  far 
Inquire  every  being. 

It  may  be  just  beyond 
What  you  have  just  seen. 

Look  at  everything  you  can  see, 

This  is  beautiful  to  me. 

What  wonderful  thing  can  next  be  found? 
Search  the  sky,  scour  the  ground. 
Follow  my  one  simple  plea, 

This  is  beautiful  to  me. 
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Look  no  further 
than  where  your  eyes  fall, 

The  grass  so  green, 

The  trees  so  tall, 

It  all  is  a wonder 
no  matter  how  small. 

Wherever  I look,  Whatever  I see 
This  is  beautiful  to  me. 

Open  your  eyes  to  hear  the  sound, 
It’s  silently  singing  all  around. 

Hear  it  and  say  with  your  voice  so  free: 
“This  is  beautiful  to  me.” 
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